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Expand / collapse Extended Description

A black and white map of the areas of the Human Diaspora controlled by the Directorate of Human Corporations (DHC) indicating the four cardinal directions in space; Spinward, Anti-spinward, coreward, and anti-coreward. Dozens of planetary systems are listed, but for this novel, the essential is that Earth, sometimes called Terra or Old Terra, is coreward of the DHC’s capital at New London.
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Expand / collapse Extended Description

A black and white map of the areas to Antispinward of the DHC’s space, including several locations mentioned in the novel that are far from the DHC center; New Texas, Deadwood, and New Shenzen.
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Expand / collapse Extended Description

Two black and white maps. The top shows the areas of human expansion to the Anticoreward of the DHC controlled space, thinly settled or even unexplored systems in the direction thought to be Hin space. The bottom map shows Old Terra and Environs showing the insertion (faster than light) routes available from DHC space to Earth via Aleph, Gliese 148, and Epsilon Eridani in that order.


Part One

Prize

A vessel taken from the enemy by a ship of war

Universal Dictionary of the Marine, by William Falconer 1789


Empty Quarter

‘It’s just maths,’ Dorcas said.

‘Everything is just maths,’ Qaqqaq muttered.

It was the morning after Nbaro’s wedding, and no one was thinking or moving at full capacity except, naturally, Horatio Dorcas. And to him was due the idea. Or perhaps it might be called THE IDEA.

‘Listen,’ he said to a magnificent suite full of drunk spacers. ‘Right here – I’ll show you – a Hin ship took a full radiation dose. Watch it – I’m running the simulation on your tabs, but its all data downloaded from Athens and confirmed from Dubai. Morosini and Saladin both confirm my maths.’

Nbaro, who had had other plans for her first morning of marriage than a lecture on the mathematics of spaceflight from her new husband, sighed. But rather than struggle, she rummaged in the velvet couch on which she was lying and found her loyal tab.

This, she thought, is the man you love.

Her neural lace didn’t change the reality of the effect of alcohol on her system. She was slow, and it took her a long moment to get the gist of what Dorcas was saying.

‘Hin ship?’ she asked. It was mostly incomprehensible. But she got it out.

Dorcas took a breath. ‘In the fighting at Medulla, a Hin ship took a lethal dose of radiation from a nuclear mine that Morosini had inserted into our launch package of sand and other ablatives.’

Thea Drake groaned. But Richard Hanna, her new husband, indicated understanding. He waved.

Dorcas went on, ‘That ship could be salvaged.’

Nbaro was almost instantly more sober. ‘Salvaged,’ she said. ‘A Hin ship.’

‘Totally intact,’ Qaqqaq said.

‘Salvaged,’ Nbaro said again.

‘It’s just maths,’ Dorcas said.

It was not, as it proved, just maths. Very quickly, it became politics.

Marca Nbaro had been married to Horatio Dorcas for less than a full day when she found that Dorcas had arranged for them to have dinner with the owner of the New Ontario Line, the largest freight and passenger concern running out to the Anti-spinward Fringe besides the DHC itself. Headquartered in Nouveau Montreal, and supported financially by the DHC, the New Ontario Line was rumoured to have ‘advantages’ over its rivals. They had certainly armed their freighters very quickly, and many of their ships had served well in the ‘Non-War’ out on the Fringe.

‘We tell her what we want, and then we negotiate,’ Dorcas said.

Marca Nbaro had spent years learning to act like a DHC MASS officer and not a feral animal, but she had not yet begun to struggle with the reality of being a DHC patrician. She’d had glimpses of Dorcas’s levels of aristocratic entitlement on board the Athens, but they were infrequent, as he was, for the most part, dedicated to the mission.

Now that he had an idea fixed in his head, though, he seemed to act as if it was his right to get what he wanted, and Nbaro was a little annoyed, a little frightened, perhaps, to see this side of him. Also, dinner with the CEO of a major shipping firm was not the way she’d expected to spend her long-planned, long-anticipated leave on Nouveau Montreal, the third-largest station in the whole of the Human Sphere. They took the ring-rail around the shipping ring in a transparent xenoglas car, and she watched the docked ships and the colourful crowds as they rushed along. Every docking bay was full, all the way around the ring; the end of the Non-War and the return of the Dubai and the Athens with their holds full of xenoglas was like a catalyst in a reaction; trade was exploding out of the centres of manufacturing, and every ship that could haul a cargo was headed out into space. The two greatships had forced a reshuffling of the docking, as they had to be placed opposite one another on the ring, the huge mass of their hulls balanced against each other so that the spin of a station, even a huge station, remained stable.

It was all beautiful, as far as Marca was concerned. She saw the Athens, or at least, part of her, from one of the magnificent xenoglas windows, and looked back to see the captured Silver Star just breaking away, headed for a parking orbit and eventual sale to a private buyer.

Thor Storkel. If I get my way.

Also politics, but a friendlier kind.

‘Why do we have to spend tonight with Erna Robinson?’ she asked. Her head was clear. She wasn’t in uniform; instead, she was in a cocktail dress imposed by Thea Drake. She’d drawn the line at make-up.

Dorcas sprawled across two passenger seats, his length, which was almost that of the spaceborn and the ’gynes, somehow untidy, like a collapsed scarecrow.

She’d had to look up scarecrows on her lace, and now she rather fancied them.

‘Hardly the entire night. Ms Robinson is a very important person, and the Robinsons are friends of my family and should be friends of yours.’

‘Sure,’ Nbaro said. ‘But tonight …’

Dorcas smiled. ‘This is not one of my “little enthusiasms”,’ he said. ‘Listen.’

‘I’m all ears.’

‘Out there beyond Medulla is a dead Hin ship, moving along at a predictable course and speed through the galaxy. We need to get there first and learn its secrets.’

Nbaro smiled. ‘I’m really quite intelligent, remember? I got that part.’

Dorcas nodded. ‘Erna Robinson has a pair of superfreighters – almost half the size of greatships. Brand new. She had them built as a reckless bet on the success of the DHC in the Non-War, and she’s now set to make a killing shipping main freight between Nouveau Montreal and New London.’

Nbaro didn’t like wearing a dress and she kept adjusting the way she sat. Thea had insisted she was ‘beautiful’, which hadn’t helped at all. Dorcas and Drake had both refused to let her wear her now three-year-old silk flightsuit. Nonetheless, she took in what Dorcas was saying.

‘You think she’ll loan us a superfreighter?’ Nbaro asked her new husband.

‘It depends on what we offer her,’ Dorcas said.

‘What can we offer?’ Nbaro asked.

‘A share in the technologies,’ Dorcas said.

In fact, dinner was very pleasant – even amazing. They dined in a restaurant that slid out of the hull on rails once the guests were seated: a xenoglas canopy that allowed every guest to feel as if they were eating under the stars.

The food was very good, a fusion of the latest PTX cuisines with some Old Terra favourites: a fish course, a noodle course, and a tofu course flavoured with cuttlefish that Marca particularly enjoyed.

Erna Robinson was a short firebrand of a woman; determined, quick, decisive, and a little too loud; her laugh, which had an element of the banshee to it, made other diners turn their heads.

‘You’re about to be the most famous person in the DHC,’ she said. ‘You ready to deal with the horseshit?’

Nbaro almost choked on her wine, but she decided to meet Ms Robinson on her own ground. ‘Nope,’ she said. ‘I hate all that. I want to stay in the DHC MASS and be master of a greatship.’

‘But, that’s not going to happen, is it?’ Robinson said.

‘Nope,’ Nbaro said.

Robinson nodded. ‘So, you’re going to be House Nbaro. And you are a war hero. And you married my closest allies, the Dorcas clan, and Horatio, here, is going to be House Dorcas.’ She smiled, and her face grew gentler. ‘So, what do you want?’

‘A superfreighter,’ Dorcas said.

‘Well, fark me,’ Robinson said. ‘That was straight-up. What for?’

Nbaro looked at her new husband. ‘Saving the human race,’ she said.

Robinson rubbed her chin as if she had a beard. ‘I assume we’re beyond lying and deception here,’ she said.

Dorcas nodded. ‘I assure you, Marca is very direct.’

Robinson nodded. ‘If I were to hand you a superfreighter, I’d be cutting in half the enormous profits I planned very carefully to make off the end of your war. A war which, alone of my competitors, I predicted. I also predicted that the DHC would win. Big risks deserve big profits.’

Nbaro made herself smile. This was a whole new kind of battlefield, and she needed to get used to it. ‘Ma’am,’ she said, ‘I can offer you a couple of clues, and my word to work to make it worth your while, but in the end, the question is, if you will accept our word that it’s about the future of humanity – what use your profits if the aliens come and destroy everything we’ve built?’

There was a long silence.

Robinson ate some more cuttlefish and played with her chopsticks for a while. Then she ordered more wine.

‘OK, I have to assume you two are serious. I know more than most DHC citizens about what happened at Medulla. You think … they can come and wipe us out?’ Her voice was thick, as if she’d had too much to drink.

Dorcas leaned forward. ‘Erna – it’s happened before. The Starfish destroyed an entire spacefaring civilisation. The Circles. You can probably learn all you need from your tab, although the theory that the Starfish were the executioners is not widely accepted – yet. It will be when certain new data from the Anti-spinward marches reaches the xenoarchaeologists of Palace, Old Terra and New London.’

Robinson grunted.

Dorcas went on, ‘The aliens are locked in an endless war, Erna. And we’re in the middle.’

‘And one of my superfreighters will save us?’

Marca thought she had the measure of the woman. ‘No. But it could help keep us in the game.’

‘Any way you could tell me what this is about?’ Robinson asked.

Dorcas looked at his new wife and shrugged. ‘It will take a couple of months to put this together,’ he said. ‘I imagine by then you’ll be fully briefed.’ He paused. ‘Saladin and Morosini are behind this.’

And that night, after they’d joined dozens of Athens spacers at a dockside bar and she’d lured Dorcas into dancing, Dorcas said, ‘We will need Qaqqaq.’

‘We always need Qaqqaq,’ Nbaro said, and when her new husband vanished into the packed crowd, she scooped Storkel off the bar and danced with him.

‘You smell like hydraulic fluid,’ she said.

Storkel laughed. ‘Working on Silver Star. I’m trying to buy her.’

Nbaro whirled him past a pair of drunken spacers trying to make the rapid beat into a slow dance. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘I’m on your side.’

‘You’re wearing a dress,’ Storkel said, as if the sky was falling.

She giggled, the effect of wine and Storkel. ‘You staying here with your ship?’ she asked.

He shook his head. ‘I’m staying with Athens to New London,’ he said. ‘If I don’t get Silver Star, I will need to get a job. Or … hells. Or stay in the DHC MASS.’ When he said the acronym, he, like all spacers, made it sound Italian: Di-ehch-simas. He shrugged. ‘They offered me a squadron!’ he said.

‘I know that, too,’ Nbaro admitted, and then Dorcas was back with Qaqqaq. They carried Qaqqaq out of the bar, almost literally, and so, on the second night of their marriage, they sat in their very expensive bridal suite with Qaqqaq, and the small Inuit woman was plugged in to her tab, looking at Dorcas’s maths and Morosini’s plot.

She looked at it all twice, and then she sat back in the velvet cushions. ‘It can be done,’ she said.

And so, it was.

The New Ontario Line superfreighter Toronto was, next to the greatships, one of the largest spacecraft humanity had built: four and a half kilometres of cargo holds, held together with a minimum of structure and some very powerful engines. She wasn’t built to make long insertions, and she had very stubby drive vanes.

Qaqqaq didn’t exactly take command. The command of the vessel rested with a NOL captain, a veteran DHC officer named Leto Bonhomme, from one of the oldest and ablest of the Nouveau Montreal shipping families. Bonhomme had served an entire rejuv, forty years, in the DHC, rising to command a large armed freighter, before going home to command ships for the New Ontario Line. He was a big man with a big, flat nose and a wide forehead, and a whole personality that seemed to be based on joviality and good humour. He claimed to be descended from French Canadians and fur traders, and his cabin was decorated with First Nations art from old Canada.

Qaqqaq, who feared conflict from a ship’s skipper, was pleasantly surprised at his willingness to help. He welcomed her onto his ship and, after a tour of the bridge and his ‘reading room’, as he called it, off the bridge, dominated by a painting of a Nêhiyaw/Cree woman hauling a basket across the snow, he brought Qaqqaq to her own quarters, which were palatial by the standards of the DHC MASS. She had a portal looking out into space, a beautifully comfortable-looking acceleration couch, a desk, and her own in-flightsuite of personal services.

‘I could get used to this,’ she said while the ship’s captain went over some of her plans.

‘But you will rebuild my whole ship?’ Bonhomme said, looking at her incredibly detailed day-by-day schedule for their first five months of their mission.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I’m afraid it’s necessary.’

He shrugged. ‘This is exciting,’ he admitted. ‘I thought I was condemned to years of running from New London to Nouveau Montreal, and here we are.’

‘Indeed,’ Qaqqaq said. ‘We live in exciting times.’ She meant what she said, but her flat delivery hid a certain sarcasm. Chaos and war seemed to stimulate Dorcas and Nbaro. Qaqqaq was perfectly willing to make things – forever.

However, that wasn’t what the universe had in mind for her.

She began to detail, system by system, the entire redesign of the Toronto, starting with the installation of new, super-secret, PTX-style insertion vanes based on the ‘tails’ of the latest PTX ships.

‘So we are going to make a long insertion,’ Bonhomme said.

‘We’re going to Medulla,’ she said. ‘And we’re going to attempt to make a very unique insertion from New India to Medulla, so we come in on a particular course and speed, well out from the star and well below the ecliptic.’ She smiled. ‘I suppose, technically, we might not be going to Medulla. But what’s a few billion kilometres between systems?’

‘That’s six months away,’ Bonhomme protested. ‘Minimum.’

‘Just so,’ Qaqqaq said. Nbaro liked to say ‘Just so.’ Qaqqaq shrugged. ‘Skipper, we are going to go fast, and we’re going to have fuel waiting for us all across DHC Space, because we’re in a race.’

‘A race?’

Qaqqaq had a device that Lt Smith had given her that allowed her to feel secure about snooping. She turned it on.

‘Somewhere outside the Kuiper Belt of Ultra–Medulla is the wreck of a Hin ship, hurtling out of the galaxy at about three hundred metres per second.’ She showed one of her projections. ‘That ship is dead; it took a massive radiation burst from a nuke and we monitored her for several weeks without seeing any transmissions of any kind, nor a change in her engines. Some time about week five, she ran out of fuel and stopped accelerating, or so we posit. None of this is … set in stone.’

Bonhomme nodded. ‘I think you will have to read my astrogator into this,’ he said.

‘Absolutely,’ Qaqqaq said.

‘So, we are going to rendezvous with a dead ship, and strip her for technology?’ Bonhomme asked.

‘We are going to rendezvous with a dead ship, and take her entirely,’ Qaqqaq said. ‘We’ll put her into the newly rebuilt main hold, shore up the alien ship, and turn for home.’

Bonhomme blinked.

‘Sixteen of your new spacers are DHC Marines,’ Qaqqaq said. ‘They’re under command of Mr Drun, who is now a captain in the DHC Marines. They’ll be responsible for security, both outward and of the wreck.’ She smiled as best she could. ‘Several of them are skilled welders. Six of them are sensor technicians who can operate the extensive sensor suite I’ll be installing. And – I’m sorry – there will be no shore leave or ship-visiting.’

Bonhomme sat back. ‘A long, hard cruise.’

‘With major pay bonuses,’ Qaqqaq said.

‘Well, Commander—’

‘Call me Naisha,’ the smaller woman said. ‘We’re in this for the long haul.’

The Toronto swept into Tamil Nadu on a precise insertion. Within four days, it had matched velocities with a DHC MASS refuelling tanker, an in-system hauler filled to the stopcocks with refined hydrogen. The Toronto refuelled while decelerating for her next insertion and was gone.

It was the first public performance of the DHC MASS’s new capability for in-flight refuelling of large vessels, and the fact that a previously unknown New Ontario Line superfreighter was refuelled gave weight to wild rumours and caused an eventual fluctuation in the New London Exchange, eight systems away behind the onrushing Toronto and in a different time bubble altogether. The New London Register, an unjuried crypto-blog given to financial rumours, dedicated a whole issue to the idea that the New Ontario Line had discovered an new source of xenoglas in the Anti-spinward marches.

Captain Bonhomme ignored dozens of calls on various frequencies, because he’d come to agree with the ‘no communications’ policy; his communications officer, an old DHC veteran called Lusha N’gora, a short woman in her second rejuv, with crisp white hair framing her dark planar face, became adept at providing minimal clearance information.

‘I’ve never had such a dull life,’ she complained in the mess. Ordinarily, the comms officer on a big ship was the clearing house for a variety of personal communications and even gossip; they would chat with the space traffic control officers on the stations, gleaning local news, trading cargo gossip.

None of that was happening this trip. And until Tamil Nadu, the Toronto was her own herald. She was moving so fast that there wasn’t much news of her approach – until the refuelling in Tamil Nadu.

If Second Officer N’gora was bored, no one else was. The New Ontario Lines regulars quickly came to recognise that they had a cadre of DHC Marines among them, and the relentless Major Drun tended to ‘motivate’ any crewmen he worked with, regardless of whether they were ‘his’ or not.

‘I thought you said he was a captain?’ Bonhomme asked Qaqqaq during a drill.

‘In the DHC MASS, all Marine captains get an unpaid and meaningless promotion to major during spaceflight operations,’ she said.

Bonhomme nodded. ‘I used to know that. Only one captain per ship.’

‘Exactly.’ Qaqqaq made a face.

Bonhomme shrugged. ‘I never shipped Marines. Those were different days.’

In the first three systems they replaced the insertion vanes with the new PTX-style tail; complicated and dangerous as it sounded, the reality was a series of black boxes being installed and repeatedly tested by Astrogation, in the form of Second Officer Terry Silva, a New Azores native with a gift for maths and a workout habit almost as ferocious as ‘Major’ Drun’s.

The New Ontario Line didn’t run to marines, and the spacers aboard the Toronto were not entirely sure what to do with them, or with Drun. He wasn’t even pretending to be a New Ontario Line officer; he was always addressed by his rank, and he was frequently in charge of things. Qaqqaq they called ‘Commander’ because that was her DHC MASS rank, and because, as one wag quipped, it summed up her role.

‘Bonhomme may be captain,’ the spacer said, ‘but Qaqqaq’s in command. She’s the “commander”.’

‘She’s only an engineer,’ muttered a lowly third officer, newly minted from the merchant marine academy on Nouveau Montreal. Unfortunately, this comment, muttered within earshot of Second Officer and ship’s engineer Marie-Anne Flobert, resulted in a long stint spent watching the functioning of number four ion engine for the young ’gyne.

Qaqqaq found it all surprisingly different from the DHC merchant service; remarkable, in some ways, as the New Ontario Line had a high reputation among DHC officers. The Toronto was a tight ship, but her ’gynes, women and men were far more talkative than a DHC crew and more given to biting back at authority; Qaqqaq was taken aback early in the tail’s installation to hear a senior spacer tell her to ‘mind her own work’ and let him do his. It wasn’t said with anger; she let it ride, and the man did a fine job.

The food was superb, by DHC MASS standards. The crew expected fresh food at all times, and their quarters were larger, better designed and just … better. Many cabins had portals that looked out into the cosmos; as the ship had never been expected to exceed the capability of its antigrav, there were desks and chairs. Off-duty spacers expected to be comfortable.

And yet – after three successive high-g boosts, no one complained. The crew knew they were on an historic mission, and they also knew they were getting double pay.

When the tail was installed, they tested it on a short insertion and Silva, the astrogator, began to breathe more often.

Then the rebuilding of the cargo spaces began.

‘I don’t even know the exact length,’ Qaqqaq said to her work crews. ‘As far as DHC intel can determine, every Hin ship is built by hand, individually, the way their marines build their space armour. There’s very little duplication. We really can’t tell what is standardised; fasteners, almost certainly, but major structural elements? Prefabricated modules?’

One interesting aspect of the all-civilian crew was how fascinated they were. Qaqqaq was sure that any normal DHC MASS crew would be half asleep by now. Aliens? Alien tech? What’s for dinner? Did you hear about Darcy? The New Ontario crews were intensely interested.

By the underway refuelling at Tamil Nadu, they’d rebuilt most of the aft cargo holds, adding structure to the outer hull to strengthen it, because they were removing essential structure from the centreline to make room for a big ship.

‘How will this change performance?’ Bonhomme asked at the outset, and she spent a day with all the helmspeople, reviewing the specs on the ship and her changes.

‘It shouldn’t change anything,’ she said. ‘We’re moving from a central spine to an exoskeleton, which will increase our mass, and cost fuel, but it shouldn’t make the ship weaker in a manoeuvre.’

The installation of the tail had been a top-secret project that was technically easy and very exciting for all hands. The rebuilding of the aft centreline of the ship was the opposite: an endless drudgery of cutting and welding in a meticulously planned pattern, so as not to endanger the ship during reconstruction. Drun’s Marines proved to be expert welders, as were a portion of the ship’s crew, selected for this back at Nouveau Montreal, and the work moved in pulses as the ship moved in straight lines between insertions, each pulse of work planned to be complete before the next three-dimensional manoeuvre was required.

Qaqqaq lived amid an engineer’s endless anxiety about completion dates, materials, fuels, and worker stress. Things went wrong – they’d shipped far too few portable fuel packs for the welding torches, for example. Solutions had to be found, day by day, watch rotation by rotation.

But it happened. And in near record time, they were entering New India System.

Qaqqaq had made the insertion in the comfort of her quarters, and she came to as the new ‘end of insertion’ drugs hit her – nicknamed ‘the breakfast cocktail’, the new drugs smoothed the process. Qaqqaq was not a particularly good ‘inserter’ and she struggled muzzily to comprehend what she was seeing on the repeater in her acceleration couch.

They were virtually surrounded near the insertion point by small craft, and every one of the in-system boats carried various media personalities broadcasting about the DHC MASS ‘super-secret’ mission. The Toronto’s hull was bombarded with queries like radiation in a stellar storm. N’gora earned her pay, crafting carefully worded statements for the press, and for everything from navigation beacons to the space traffic controllers at the massive station.

And one of the social media influencers thought that their career might be furthered by keeping their small ship between the Toronto and her refuelling ship, the DHC MASS Auxiliary Sicilia, left for just that purpose by Admiral Pisani when he took his squadron of DHC MASS warships to Anti-spinward.

Qaqqaq took this in and tried to process it as she drank a bulb of coffee. She pulled on a flightsuit and went to the bridge, where she found Drun, whom she still thought of as ‘Gunny’, with Bonhomme and Silva.

N’gora was speaking in real time. ‘Stand clear, Torquay. You are in my danger zone.’

‘Tell me why you’re here and I’ll get out of the way,’ said a high-pitched voice.

‘Torquay, you are in violation of a dozen DHC regulations, and you and the master of your vessel are in danger of losing your citizen rights. Please put the legal master of your ship on this channel.’ N’gora smiled thinly.

‘Anything else we can do?’ Bonhomme asked.

N’gora shrugged. ‘Sir, I took the liberty of sending a legal complaint to the New Ontario Lines legal office on Mumbai Above Orbital.’ She made a face. ‘Maybe the threat of a lawsuit?’

‘Well done, comms,’ Bonhomme said.

‘Dworkin,’ said a voice on comms. ‘I’m the skipper of this tub.’

‘Mister Dworkin, this is Captain Leto Bonhomme of the New Ontario Line. Please clear my hull for the refuelling ship or I will move you out of the way with a close-in weapons system. Copy?’

‘If you fire on me—’ Dworkin began.

Bonhomme cut him off. ‘I’ve already launched a legal action on Mumbai Above, and I’ve asked for deadly force from headquarters,’ Bonhomme said. ‘Please stop fucking around, Mister Dworkin.’

It took almost forty minutes. During that time, Silva had already plotted her next course and Drun had a work schedule ready for Qaqqaq to sign. Qaqqaq was more concerned with finding Pisani’s squadron gone from their station. Pisani, formerly master of the Athens and now ‘admiral’ of the Anti-spinward squadron, was supposed to be here at New India, keeping former rebels in line. Instead, he’d taken his whole force ‘down the line’ to New Shenzen, leaving his auxiliary to refuel them, and no reason why.

Something was wrong.

Something big enough to cause Pisani to sail away into the Anti-spinward Fringe.

‘We’re clear,’ Silva announced as the Torquay finally moved away from their hull. The social media influencer’s catalogue of self-important injuries continued apace like music in the background.

‘Let’s manoeuvre on to our course and then commence refuelling,’ Bonhomme suggested. Qaqqaq agreed; she never interfered with routine ship handling. It was a little like being a squadron commander, and if she was honest, she really enjoyed it.

The two ships crept in towards each other, even as they manoeuvred on to the Toronto’s new course. Umbilicals connected, fuel flowed, and the Torquay remained alongside until they made insertion.

The holds were rebuilt, including an extensive series of mobile beams that could act like a series of hundreds of workbench vices, grabbing her eventual capture and holding it steady through future manoeuvres. It was an expensive solution in terms of welding and electrical power, but it relieved them all from guesswork as to their quarry’s actual size. They had latitude of almost forty per cent on length and twenty per cent on volume, and as they had optical and other sensory records of the ship in question, Qaqqaq thought it unlikely their estimates would be outside the parameters she’d set.

It was all just maths. And a lot of work.

The Torquay and the rest of the media ships stayed with them all the way across the New India system, and after a very fast passage to New India, they had to take weeks, mostly because Silva wouldn’t be rushed on her calculations. Non-spacers tended to forget that planets moved, stars moved, star systems moved – everything moved. Now that they were just one insertion from their potential target, Silva took her time checking her computer and AI data against actual observations, both her own and those from New India astronomers.

The Toronto had an actual AI, a twin of Saladin who called themselves Nuredin. Nuredin was careful about revealing themselves to the crew due to notions of secrecy, but they were almost chatty with Silva, and the two of them recalculated everything that Dorcas and Morosini had originally done several dozen times.

Unfortunately, what they found made minute changes in the flight plan, which then changed a number of other factors. Details added up.

They ended up with an ellipse roughly a light year long and a third of a light year wide, a three-dimensional shape like a symmetrical egg. The dead Hin ship was almost certainly within this volume of space. Unfortunately, the volume of space was vast. Fortunately, the volume of space was absolutely empty except for a couple of proto-cometary bodies and some dust. The volume, which the crew began to think of as ‘the Volume’, was in the dark between the stars.

Nuredin and Silva had a slight difference of opinion as to where to start their search. The major issue was the exact timing of the dead Hin ship’s drive running out of fuel. The Athens hadn’t observed the ship constantly; in fact, it had only checked occasionally. Eventually, the Athens made a routine check for the heat of the drive and found nothing. There was a difference of several weeks in potential boost numbers.

Otherwise, it was a moving body on a predictable course. Nuredin wanted to start with the most likely location. Silva wanted to start with the best optimal search pattern for the whole Volume. Each agreed that the other’s point of view was rational. Both plans had problems that had to do with fuel and return paths.

So, forty hours out from Insertion, they had a command meeting in the captain’s ‘reading room’ off the bridge.

Qaqqaq settled the matter. ‘Go with Nuredin,’ she said. ‘We’re in a race. If there’s a chance we can just win, let’s take it.’

Bonhomme nodded, but said, ‘You have used the race metaphor before. Who are we racing?’

Qaqqaq raised an eyebrow. ‘Best case – technology. We’re racing the Hin and the Starfish, who are fighting each other and might choose to pick on us instead. We need a new generation of ships to face them.’

Bonhomme nodded, impressed. ‘Ouch,’ he said. ‘I hadn’t realised that it’s that bad.’

Silva also winced. ‘Some secrets I don’t really want to know,’ she admitted.

‘It’s that bad,’ Qaqqaq said. ‘That’s why we’re spending money like water, and political capital too, to get this wreck. OK?’

‘Mais oui!’ Bonhomme said with his jovial smile. ‘And worst case?’

Qaqqaq grunted. ‘Worst case, there’s someone on it already, and they don’t like us.’

‘Fringers?’ Bonhomme asked. ‘I need to know if we’re going to fight. My beautiful ship has teeth, yes, but my crew are not DHC spacers.’

‘Fringers, pirates, New Texas activists, a rogue PTX crew, a PTX intel operation …’ She shrugged. ‘I can work up a froth of anxiety about all of them.’

Bonhomme crossed himself. ‘I do not like this world we’re discovering,’ he said.

‘We live in interesting times,’ Qaqqaq said. ‘But I think this world has always been right here with us. It’s just that we’re finding out the cost of “not knowing”.’

Silva added the other complication – fuel. ‘Once we insert,’ she said, ‘we’re on our own, and we’re a lonnngg way from home.’

Qaqqaq nodded, as it was all in her orders. ‘There should be an insertion point—’ she began.

Silva shook her head. ‘If there isn’t, we’re six months from another – depending on where we are in our search volume, we will have to run all the way to New Bengal, change vectors, and come back into the insertion point for Ultra–Medulla,’ she said.

‘We need some luck,’ Bonhomme said.

‘There is no luck in maths,’ Silva snapped. ‘This wreck is either there or it isn’t.’

Thirty hours from Insertion, N’Gora, the comms officer, called both Bonhomme and Qaqqaq to the bridge.

‘I’m not sending, but I’m monitoring all the news channels,’ she said. ‘A juried news service is reporting that the DHC MASS battlecruiser Huron has docked at New Shenzen with heavy damage.’

Bonhomme looked at Qaqqaq. ‘Nothing to do with us,’ he said.

New Shenzen was far out on the Anti-spinward Fringe; five long insertions anti-spinward of DHC Space, or even New Texas.

Qaqqaq stared into space for a moment. ‘I concur,’ she said. She wondered what Pisani had found, out to Anti-spinward. And she thought, Is this how it starts? Because, like all of Nbaro’s friends and co-conspirators, she had nightmares about the end – when the aliens came and hunted them all down, the way they’d finished the Circles. Is this how it starts, as they nibble away at us?

She lay in her rack, awake, and then went to the gym and punched a bag.

Twenty hours from Insertion, the Sicilia came alongside again and filled their tanks to capacity, as well as passing a physical cargo of food and other necessaries as well as a few luxuries. Qaqqaq could remember her first leap into the Deep Black years before, and the corridors of the Athens full of pallets of everything from coffee to greenstuffs. This was the same; by the time the Sicilia had emptied her holds, there was scarcely room for a spacer in an EVA suit to move in the main corridor. As they’d had to remove the spinal elevators to make room for their hoped-for quarry, the crew grumbled about the difficulties of moving around the ship, and also grumbled about the likelihood that they were going to have to eat all that food out in the Deep Black. Their grumbling was to some extent alleviated by the news from the cargo handlers that there was a whole sub-hold dedicated to tonnes of material labelled ‘Alliday’.

Long spaceflight tended to rob crews of their ‘natural,’ that is, dirtside – schedule, but the presence of cargo labelled ‘Alliday’ caused everyone aboard to note that, in ship’s relative time, Alliday was forty-one days away.

They hit Insertion for the deep space between Ultra–Medulla and New Bengal nineteen days ahead of the original schedule.
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Space is not flat. Scientists had known that for centuries, both in a real, direct way that indicated fluctuations in the way ‘space’ formed, right down to the quantum level, and in a macro-modelled way, where large objects exerted gravitational pull on other objects with mass, even far out. The presence or absence of mass, in turn, affected everything – including time.

One of the reasons that the target of their search might have raced out of a fairly narrow band of space, a plottable path, was that it had passed through not one, not two, but three micro-gravitational bands created by large bodies – larger than most asteroids, smaller than planets – as it raced out of the system. It was the bad luck of the AI Nuredin and the navigator, Silva, that the interaction of weak gravity fields, some stellar wind, relativistic speeds, and some doubt as to the last few observations combined to offer a wide range of possible courses. The Battle of Ultra–Medulla and the death of the Hin ship were both more than two years in the past by the time the Toronto extracted from Artifact Space.

Qaqqaq roused herself from her insertion drugs with a feeling not unlike a hangover, which made her careful because she disliked seeming surly. When she was clean and neat in a fresh flightsuit, she made her way to the bridge.

No one was celebrating.

‘Welcome to the Empty Quarter,’ Silva quipped.

The bridge had a traditional screen, although every acceleration couch had a variety of repeaters, and, as a new ship, VR helmets that were almost as good as neural laces. The whole crew for a four-kilometre hull was less than a hundred, and Qaqqaq missed the small-town nature of a greatship. A hundred people was too few to face the void.

She didn’t need to think about facing the void – that was her post-insertion depression.

‘I gather it’s empty?’ Qaqqaq asked.

‘As empty as a politician’s promise,’ Bonhomme said.

One of the first alterations to the superfreighter had been a full suite of detection devices across every spectrum that human scientists could measure.

‘It’s had two years to grow cold,’ Silva said.

Qaqqaq thought the other woman had expected her calculations to work – had expected to come out of Artifact Space and find the hulk floating in space.

Qaqqaq had never expected such a miracle, mostly because, as an engineer, she never expected anything to work the first time, and she secretly thought that most miracles were accomplished by hard work.

Way back at Nouveau Montreal, in the first days of The Plan, Dorcas had envisioned a greatship, perhaps the Athens, sweeping a vast volume of space with its full space wing deployed. That had proven impossible for reasons both practical and political.

So now they had four pinnaces, capable spacecraft, and the Toronto herself, searching space for a single moving object, something almost as cold as space itself, something whose primary difference from the void would be its velocity. They could hope for some radiation – the Hin ship had received a heavy dose. Otherwise, the obvious solution was to use active radar and ladar. If there was someone else out here, that would give them away, and neither Bonhomme nor Qaqqaq were anxious to start broadcasting their location.

But after three watches of careful observation suggested the entire volume to be empty, Qaqqaq was ready to take the plunge.

‘Let’s radiate,’ she said.

‘Then everyone knows we’re here,’ N’gora said. ‘In a year or two, that signal will wash up in New Mumbai and people will work it out.’

‘I’m OK with that,’ Qaqqaq said.

‘What if something is out there?’ Bonhomme asked. ‘Someone?’

‘Do you really think there’s someone so subtle that they’re lying cold and silent, and it will make a difference when we shine a laser or a radar on them?’ Qaqqaq was dismissive. ‘If they have good instruments, and they’re here, they saw us arrive. Cherenkov radiation, fusion drive heat – need I say more?’

‘We’re running silent now. If they didn’t catch us entering the area—’

Qaqqaq crossed her arms. ‘Will it make a difference?’

Bonhomme raised a hand like a student making a point. ‘May I request we wait four more watches? Just … Just give the potential pirates a chance to lose their nerve.’ He pointed at Silva. ‘I’d like it if we could wait until Terry finds us an insertion point for New India, or at least Ultra.’

‘I’m looking,’ Silva said, somewhat pettishly. But then, ‘The tail is incredible when it comes to tracking particles. We never had this kind of resolution.’

Qaqqaq didn’t want to tangle with the captain. It wasn’t mission essential, and she could see his point.

By the end of six more watches, the silence of the Toronto had begun to wear on everyone. The cabins and staterooms were getting chilly; everything was running on the lowest possible setting, and Qaqqaq thought that the air smelled funny. People spoke in low voices, as if the invisible adversaries could hear them outside the hull.

She went up to the bridge every watch she was awake, to find various sensor operators – most of them Drun’s – watching the space around them on various passive detection systems. They’d dropped dozens of system probes, which were gradually forming an enormous antenna for detection of electromagnetic signals across the spectrum.

She let them go on, silent and cold, for ten watches. They didn’t even have an alarm. The space around them was empty, a vast void down to the froth at the quantum level. Optical had detected a single rock well off to spinward, a tiny planetoid on its lonely journey between the stars.

Silva had a ‘High Probable’ insertion point, a ‘weak point’ in the ‘grid of reality,’ or that’s how one of Qaqqaq’s shipmates on the Athens had described it. She understood how her Tanaka drive worked, but she didn’t really care why. It worked. Silva had a solution to the problem of escape from the Volume, which was, in terms of navigation, ‘nowhere.’ It didn’t have a planetary mass or a star to aim at …

She didn’t want to think about it.

Silva said, ‘This is as good as it’s going to get – I’ve logged the location. I think it’ll get us clear to New India – a long insertion, but we have our tail.’

Bonhomme emerged from his ‘reading room’ and stood behind the command acceleration couch on the small bridge. He smiled at Silva. ‘Well done,’ he said. Then he turned to Qaqqaq. ‘I’m good,’ he said. ‘There’s nothing more out here.’

Qaqqaq nodded. ‘But you were right,’ she said. ‘There was no need for my impatience. This was good procedure.’ She glanced at Alain Timony, one of Drun’s Marines, also a sensor specialist. ‘Let’s get set up to do a pulse for both radar and ladar.’

That took less than five minutes. Timony summoned another Marine, Lee Crosi, who joined him at the sensor station.

Qaqqaq glanced at Bonhomme. ‘Any reservations?’ she asked.

‘None,’ Bonhomme said. ‘Light them up.’

Once they began emitting, and had no immediate hits, Silva put them on a short burn to change course, laying more probes, and changing their position so that their energy pulses had the greatest chance of being received if they bounced off something.

Space is large, and attenuation happens at the quantum level, so that when they radiated, their pulses of energy didn’t go on infinitely until they reached a body and bounced. On the other hand, they had very sensitive receivers and had now spaced them tens of thousands of kilometres apart.

Finding a needle in the void still took time. The days were dull and, in the best tradition of such missions, contained an endless combination of boredom and terror.

The first brush with terror found Qaqqaq asleep. She leapt into wakefulness with the ship’s NBC – Nuclear, Biological, Chemical – alarm blaring in the corridor. As it proved, on review, the fusion bottle fluctuation was pure operator error; two techs horsing around in a control space managed, by the random bad luck of space, to shut off the coolant flow to reactor one.

An hour later, most of the crew returned to their routines.

The second incident was more serious. The pinnace, almost a starship in her own right, took a micrometeorite, a pebble in space, through her hull, disabling one engine and sending her tumbling. In the process of attempting to isolate the second engine, Able Spacer Marius Goer lost his magnetic grip on the tumbling spacecraft and fell away into the void.

The ensuing rescue expedition cost them two days and the hard work of every woman, man, and ’gyne aboard. Qaqqaq flew one of the rescue shuttles; the Marines left their consoles and welding tools because they had levels of EVA qual no civilian spacer could match, and they managed to grab Goer and stabilise the pinnace.

It was only when the Marines went back to their consoles that the third cause for concern surfaced.

‘That’s a ship,’ one of the sensor Marines said. He was pointing at a blip on the EW screen. ‘That’s a very definite radiation source; hidden, but not hidden enough. We’ve got a hundred buoys out there – you couldn’t hide a hot needle from me.’ He nodded. ‘Ma’am,’ he added.

‘This is Marine Crosi,’ Drun said. ‘He has a very high opinion of himself.’

Bonhomme came in and someone said, ‘Captain on the bridge.’ Everyone stiffened, then relaxed.

‘Found our ship?’ Bonhomme asked. He sounded very happy.

‘No, sir,’ Crosi responded. ‘It’s a Starfish.’

Qaqqaq blinked and swore in her Inuit language. Then she muttered, ‘Seal shit.’

Bonhomme looked at her. ‘An expected problem, commander?’

Qaqqaq shook her head. ‘No.’

‘Well, ma’am, he’s a farkin’ long way off, pardon my Anglatin. Too far for a shot or a torpedo run.’ Crosi shrugged.

Bonhomme’s face set. ‘Keep me informed.’

The Starfish ship at the edge of the Volume actually helped them locate the dead Hin ship, because Drun ordered his people to review all their back records to see when it had arrived, and Crosi found that they’d been looking at it for several days. Their possible target had appeared as clutter at the very edge of the attenuated data, and they’d turned away from it weeks before.

When the report from the bridge was confirmed by several repeats, Bonhomme ordered the crew into acceleration couches and made the hard turn to go ‘back’ to the location, well out to spinward of their best projected path. It took them another 102 hours to match velocities and courses, a period that seemed endless to both Qaqqaq and to Silva, especially the last ten hours as they closed in and still had no visual confirmation. Out to spinward, the Starfish ship seemed to match their course.

Drun started having battle stations drills.

Bonhomme called Qaqqaq to his cabin. ‘I thought the Starfish weren’t hostile,’ he said.

Qaqqaq nodded. ‘Sir, there are, unfortunately, hundreds, or even thousands, of polities in Starfish space. Some want trade. Some are what we call pirates.’

Bonhomme looked at her, and shook his head. ‘Tabarnak,’ he muttered. ‘Did I say I wanted more excitement?’ He looked at a photo of his wife and dog. ‘OK. Let’s be careful.’

They crept in until contact was very close, and then Drun came to the bridge. Qaqqaq was aware – not officially aware, but aware – that Drun spent a great deal of time with Silva. It wasn’t her business. But he was excited – a rare state, for him.

‘I know it’s a waste of air to tell you this, but you can’t really board a Hin ship,’ she said.

Drun grinned. ‘I know it, Naisha. I was there when Nbaro went aboard the Beautiful War Dance.’

Qaqqaq nodded. ‘You just have that glow. Like you’re about to suit up and go.’

‘Ready if you want me, ma’am,’ he said.

‘Huh-rah,’ she answered. ‘But only if we must.’

‘You think it’s the Hin ship?’

Qaqqaq shrugged. ‘I hope so.’ In fact, she was watching the Starfish ship. In her nightmares, it rushed at them just as they located the Hin ship, and all she’d done was find it for them.

They’ve been fighting for thousands of years. Surely they have plenty of captured ships.

She could still worry.

Four hours out, Drun approached her again, in the passageway outside her stateroom. ‘Ma’am,’ he said.

‘Really, Gianni.’ She so seldom used Drun’s first name that it felt odd. The man’s first name was ‘Gunny’. But he was a captain now. ‘You can just say my name.’

‘Sure,’ he said. ‘I want you to see this. Crosi found something else – he’s a good kid. Not a bad shooter.’ Drun waved at the tall young man, but most young men seemed tall to Qaqqaq, whose ancestors had not bequeathed her any genes for height.

‘Fine?’ she said. She had no idea what she was looking at, as it appeared to be a tab recording of static.

‘Crosi’s embarrassed that he missed the Hin ship—’

‘If it is a Hin ship.’

‘Whatever. Yes. And he’s going back through the sensor station feeds of sweeps of this area of space since we started.’ Drun handed her his tab. ‘He’s a driven young man,’ he went on, as if that were high praise.

Crosi all but writhed in agony.

‘And?’ Qaqqaq couldn’t see what she was supposed to be looking at.

Crosi took the tab from her without asking and ran the vid back. ‘Sorry, ma’am,’ he said in a surprisingly husky voice. ‘Here. See the red arrow?’

Do I look old? Or foolish? Now there was a red arrow pointing at … some static.

‘That’s the needle. Sorry, ma’am, we all called it “the needle” when we were looking for it.’

‘Sure,’ she said, mostly to indicate that she was still paying attention.

‘Only, this is day six. This is about nine seconds after we radiated. Of course, the energy pulse took a lonnnnggg time to reach the needle and another lonnngg time to get back to our sensor, this being open space.’

‘I’m familiar with the workings of radar,’ she said with some asperity.

‘Right. Sure. So, we didn’t get these returns for two hundred and … hmm … seventeen hours. See the marker?’

She did indeed see the time hack appear, now that they were on the right part of the vid.

‘See, ma’am, the pulse of energy goes out into space—’

‘I built my own space radar when I was ten,’ Qaqqaq said.

‘That’s pretty cool, ma’am. Oh.’ Crosi gulped. Drun grinned, reached out, and gave the sensor tech a light slap on the arm. ‘Stay on target,’ Drun said.

‘Right. Yes, sir. OK, but – if you look, ma’am …’ Crosi pointed at the time hack. ‘Best I can guess, this is the very moment our pulse reached the needle. See it?’

She did. It was a slightly solid bit of haze. ‘Yes – oh my God.’

She didn’t need the rest explained. Seconds after the hazy spot appeared as a return, something – a shadow – appeared or disappeared next to it.

‘Glitch?’ she asked.

Drun shrugged.

Crosi shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t know, ma’am. I’m a software guy. But …’ He looked up the corridor. ‘For my money, that was an intruder. And it went … away … the moment we radiated.’

The Toronto didn’t have a battle stations signal, or a Tactical Action Officer, or a Combat Information Centre. What it did have was a ship-wide alarm, and the bridge, and some very modern close-in weapons systems or CIWS, which, when used together, would be lethal to an adversary at close range, because where most smaller ships had four or six turrets, the Toronto had sixteen, and due to very competent design, all sixteen could be concentrated directly ahead or astern.

‘Show me that again?’ Bonhomme asked.

Crosi, now apparently embarrassed by his sudden notoriety, ran the vid on the main screen and explained the time hacks.

‘So, we always knew where this damn thing was?’ Bonhomme asked.

Qaqqaq interceded. ‘No, Leto. Not at all. Now that we know where it is, we can look back and see that we missed it, probably a dozen times. Right?’

Crosi nodded.

‘Bien sûr,’ Bonhomme said. ‘Crosi, I’m not going to eat your children. Come here. Mon dieu – so you are saying there’s another ship there?’

‘There was,’ Crosi said. ‘No, sir. I mean there might have been. Or it’s an electronic shadow. We were far away – I just don’t know …’

Bonhomme rubbed his hands together and allowed himself to fall backwards into his command couch. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘Let’s play safe. Major Drun, take us to battle stations.’

In three minutes, the civilian spacers of the New Ontario Line impressed their DHC Marine guests and Qaqqaq by buttoning up and preparing for general quarters in under three minutes. There had been drills, but not the daily drills that the veterans of the Non-War had experienced.

Qaqqaq took the XO’s couch on the bridge – she was, technically, the ship’s executive officer. Drun took the weapons couch; he’d trained for it.

They were all buttoned up, acceleration couches closed and locked; many crew people were in EVA suits inside their couches as a further precaution, and to be ready to perform damage control functions.

Qaqqaq had seldom had reason to function as the ship’s XO during the cruise out – the crew was small and no one needed her, and her engineering projects had captivated her. But now, faced with a new situation, she decided it was in her purview to offer some options.

‘Drun?’

‘Naisha?’ he said. She smiled inside her coffin.

‘What if we put some power on and make a fast pass?’ she asked.

‘I think we’re better with a cautious approach,’ he said. ‘But it would make the waiting shorter.’

‘You don’t seem too concerned,’ she said. ‘Is that just Marine sangfroid?’

He laughed. ‘Nope. I think whoever was there is long gone. They fled the moment we appeared. Except that …’

There was a pause.

‘Spill it, Gunny,’ she said. ‘I mean, Gianni.’

He laughed. ‘If there was another ship, and it did a runner, we can’t see any part of its path. You’d think, if we got a glimpse of it, we’d then see it – you know what I mean? Running?’

She breathed in and out a few times. ‘That sounds like it’s still there, attached to the hull.’

Drun snorted. ‘Waiting to see how much force we have, with no relative velocity and half their sensors blanked by the dead ship’s hull?’ After a pause, ‘Not my choice, but aliens, maybe.’

Qaqqaq relayed the whole conversation to Bonhomme.

‘Commander, if your mission parameters permit, I’d like to turn away and virtually orbit the thing. Get a lot of radar of that hull. Ping the hell out of it – maybe use SAR.’ Synthetic Aperture Radar was hardly new – it went back to the Age of Chaos – but it had become an imaging device in the void. The skipper liked it because it provided an image, which he preferred to a ‘ping’, as he called it.

She nodded, even in the anonymity of her couch. ‘We’d be showing the Starfish exactly where we are and what we’ve found,’ she said.

Bonhomme made a noise. ‘Get me the Starfish run time from their current location to a range-to-fire ellipse on Toronto,’ he said.

She had all the number at her fingertips. ‘They can accelerate at something like seventeen to twenty gees,’ she said. ‘Still, they’re six to nine hours away, if they had a full fuel load.’

Bonhomme didn’t hesitate. ‘Go for it, then. More data cannot hurt us. Eight hours won’t lose us anything. And if it causes the Starfish to show their hand – we run for the exit. Astrogation, lay in a course for the insertion point.’

Silva didn’t say ‘What the hell do you think I’m doing over here?’ but her somewhat sarcastic ‘Yes, sir’ suggested her meaning.

The captain then ordered the helm to lay in a course to ‘orbit’ the derelict, if that’s what it was, out of range of known energy weapons – perhaps eight thousand kilometres.

‘We still don’t know that this is the needle,’ Silva said.

Qaqqaq thought she was just stating the obvious. Everyone on the Toronto wanted to know if they had the right hulk, or just some odd piece of space junk. It was possible – other wreckage from the same fight might be in the Volume.

They began a set of manoeuvres – everyone was buttoned up, so Silva burned the ion engines hot, flipped them end for end, burned again, slowing them relative to their target and temporarily blinding the Toronto to anything happening by the unidentified object – or the Starfish.

Ten minutes later, the Starfish ship hadn’t moved.

Ten hours later, Qaqqaq wished she had some of the specialised EW techs from the Athens. The Marines were fully trained, but they didn’t have the range of experience the Athens techs had. Qaqqaq had flown with several EW specialists in her Pericles flights.

As the Toronto got more and more imaging on the target, there were six Marine techs comparing every known image of a Hin ship without its protective energy shields – close-ups taken at space stations and in battle.

Mostly, they had a long, narrow cluster of ‘objects’. At this range, the SAR began to render something like a photographic image, but it was fuzzy.

‘Length is right for a Hin raider. Width is right. Shape seems off. Also, there’s a very small leak of heat from this end. Stern? If so, there should be the bump of an engine there.’ This was Crosi, reporting for the others.

Bonhomme shook his head. They were not buttoned up any more – most of them were in flightsuits and sitting on their open couches. They could be buttoned up in seconds.

‘Anything docked to it?’ he asked with impatience.

Crosi shook his head. ‘I can’t bet on it, sir,’ he admitted. ‘But I don’t think so, and neither do any of my mates.’

‘Almighty,’ Bonhomme said. And then, after a lot of time seemed to slip by, he said, ‘Very well. Commander, if you have no objection, we’ll head in.’

Qaqqaq nodded. Inwardly, she thought, I’d rather be repairing a live reactor. This is not my thing at all. Outwardly, she said, ‘Let’s go for it.’

Drun leaned over Crosi and put his light pencil on the possible Starfish ship. ‘If that thing twitches, I want to know,’ he said.

Crosi nodded. ‘Aye aye, sir.’

It was a Hin ship, and when they were alongside, it was a little anticlimactic. There was no pirate lying in wait; the ship’s strange shape was explained by one of her engine nacelles being gone.

That was a puzzle for another day.

They crept in, all turrets live, until they were virtually alongside, although the Toronto so dwarfed the Hin wreck that there was no place for another ship to hide.

Then, as they’d always planned, Qaqqaq took command, even as Silva refined the plot of their exit. She’d been looking for insertion points since they’d extracted, now thirty-one days before; she’d found two, or at least, two in potential. Bonhomme was satisfied they could get back to ‘civilisation’.

It was ten days to Alliday. A tiny tree appeared on the bridge, despite the emergency procedures in place.

And after the pinnace made repeated scouts past the hull, and after Drun led a dozen of his Marines in a fully armoured landing on the outer hull, which they swept from stern to bow in a skirmish line with various close-in detectors, Qaqqaq opened the stern of the mighty Toronto and Silva and the helmsperson backed the Toronto metre by metre until she swallowed the Hin ship whole. Millions of kilometres away in space, the possible Starfish ship watched them.

The massive opening in the stern had to be welded shut. That took time, and during that time, Qaqqaq directed dozens of spacers in moving her giant clamps against the alien ship’s hull, now inside the Toronto.

It was … eerie. Almost Gothic. The Hin ship was matt black, with obvious external damage – antenna mounts melted to slag, for example, and patches burnt to an odd, oily consistency. The hull groaned as if it was alive when the clamps tightened against the hull, usually eight at a time in AI-assisted opposition. Nuredin was using all of his not-inconsiderable processing power to stabilise an entire alien warship.

It was palpably dead. Not evil, but she was subliminally aware that it was full of the desiccated corpses of hundreds of Hin, and she was sufficiently aware of military bureaucracy to know that, as they cut into the hull – and she fully planned to begin that as soon as they’d secured their prize – they would have to deal with the Hin remains.

‘Every space horror movie starts with a setup like this,’ she said to Drun.

‘Nothing to worry about, ma’am,’ Drun said.

‘Yep, there’s always someone to say that, just before the horrors start to come at the screen,’ she said.

‘Ma’am, you have a full squad of DHC Marines.’ Drun shrugged, as if that settled everything.

The welders worked overtime to close the stern.

The clamps moved forward, centimetres at a time.

The Marines alternated watches in full combat armour and watches working as welders. Drun made sure they got sleep – a little sleep. But all of them had seen enough holos to know that something terrible could reside in that hull, and no one got lazy.

It wasn’t combat, but the level of fear was palpable. However cheerful and confident Drun appeared, he obviously shared their concern. The security was very tight.

And yet, the Alliday decorations appeared in every passageway. There were menorahs on every bulkhead, and multicoloured lights on every free surface; Diwali, Hanukkah, Christmas, Kwanzaa: a dozen traditions celebrated together in space, sharing spiced cider, coloured lights, and bulbs of curry.

Qaqqaq had to admit that she liked it. She began to think that ships on long voyages should have colourful lights in every corridor all the time. Despite the intense work schedule, people became more cheerful.

‘What are you getting for Bonhomme?’ Gianni Drun asked her, as if that was a normal question.

‘Two hours of sleep?’ she suggested, and Drun laughed and raised a fist.

‘I’ll take the same,’ he said.

Six watches before Alliday, the stern was closed and the clamps were as tight against the alien hull as Qaqqaq could manage with her guesswork on the working loads of the hull plates.

The Starfish ship just sat there.

Silva turned them towards their insertion point. She took hours to make her turns, because she didn’t want to test the weight of the alien ship against the bracing they’d managed. It massed more than they’d expected.

Qaqqaq handed the ship back to its proper commander and fell into her stateroom’s acceleration couch, where she slept for almost eleven hours. Out in the passageway, an Aarti hymn was playing; on the mess decks, a large artificial Christmas tree had been decorated until the dark green foliage was virtually invisible under the weight of lights and ornaments and small presents. The air of the mess decks smelt of pine and cinnamon and curry powder, and Qaqqaq, who had grown up in a traditional and non-Christian Inuit family, was delighted by it all – the music of six religions, pumpkin cupcakes, turkey chowder.

She collected materials from the main workshop and went back to her stateroom, where she began to make things. She was good at making things. It relaxed her. In fact, it was a holiday.

She fabricated a tiny model of the alien ship in the main hold for Bonhomme; she made Silva a working compass, and N’gora a silver cross, as she was an Old Catholic and there was plenty of silver available in the fabrication lab.

She made Gianni Drun a pair of very carefully modelled grips for his service sidearm. She took his prints off his hand-exercise ball and used the AI, Nuredin, to plot his exact hand measurements; then she printed them in a pearlescent plastic and polished them to a lustre by hand.

She took the time to make them while watching the first tech exploration crews cutting into the hull of the Hin ship. Intel thought that the Hin had matter/antimatter conversion. Qaqqaq agreed – their ships were, otherwise, very small for the power they could generate. Such a power source would revolutionise the Human Sphere – and render every ship ever built by human hands, obsolete.

That was the prize they were playing for – a technological revelation that would level the coming playing field. And when she’d finished Drun’s grips and put them in some ship-generated tissue paper, she put on her EVA suit and went down to the main bay to participate in the salvage of an alien warship.

Most of the spacers she passed wished her a happy Alliday. It would begin officially in another watch, but some spacers, depending who was ‘on’ and who ‘off’ and who was on sleep cycle, were already drinking their ration of alcohol or eating special treats or opening presents.

Shipboard Alliday wasn’t confined to a single watch.

‘It looks like they cut an engine away,’ Drun said. They were helmet to helmet. ‘I don’t get it, though. They were all dead.’

She felt her heart rate increase. ‘I don’t need to tell you to be careful,’ she said. And then, ‘Didn’t someone say there was residual heat from this end of the ship?’ She played back several conversations, and found the one she wanted – Crosi.

‘Length is right for a Hin raider. Width is right. Shape seems off. Also, there’s a very small leak of heat from this end. Stern? If so, there should be the bump of an engine there.’

She tabbed Crosi, who was on his downtime.

Is the heat you detected from the stern of the needle commensurate with someone cutting away an engine? she asked.

Ma’am, I’m not really qualified on that stuff. But … it would have to be a really clean cut. Otherwise, there’d have been a lot more heat.

Roger, out here. She turned back to Drun. ‘I think we have to consider whether we have a rival here; someone who cut away an engine when we got close, and ran.’

‘Ran and is undetectable?’ Drun asked. But he nodded.

‘Could there be someone still aboard this thing?’ she said.

‘No,’ he said, and pointed to the Marines on overwatch – full armour, heavy weapons, and clear views into the holes that were being opened in the hull. ‘But if a thousand space zombies explode out of that hole,’ Drun said, ‘we’ve got it for action.’

‘Space zombies?’ she asked.

‘That ship is still hot,’ Drun said, pointing at his radiation detector. ‘Nothing on it is alive.’

The ship’s major Alliday gift was insertion for New India. Qaqqaq made Insertion with the feeling that she’d just found a nest of snakes.

As she awoke, the ship had emerged into the lively electromagnetic traffic of a busy human star system. They were well above the plane of the ecliptic, and outside the orbit of the gas giant – not a bad insertion for an unknown insertion point and a long jump. By the time Qaqqaq made it to the bridge, Bonhomme had already signalled for the Sicilia, which had already refuelled at the gas giant and was waiting there in orbit. As the gas giant was on their side of the system, it all worked as if they’d planned it, which wasn’t actually the case.

Sheer luck.

‘Happy Alliday,’ Bonhomme said. ‘We just saved thirty days on our trip home.’

‘Every day will count, now,’ she said.

Bonhomme handed her a small box. She smiled.

‘Happy Alliday. Here in New India, they celebrate Diwali and it happened eight days ago. Don’t worry – we’re on ship time.’

She opened the little package and found a tiny bottle of a maple syrup liqueur.

‘Oh, my!’ she said. ‘I love maple sugar.’

‘Of course you do,’ he said. ‘All sane people love maple sugar.’

She gave him his present, and he opened it and his eyes grew wide.

‘For your ‘reading room,’ she said. ‘So that you will remember this mission.’

‘I’m so very unlikely to forget this mission,’ he said, but he clearly loved his little model.

She was considering going to her stateroom for Silva’s present when Drun appeared at the hatch to the bridge. He was wearing only the singlet that went under his armour, and he was covered in sweat.

‘Gianni?’ Qaqqaq asked.

Drun was wearing heavy gloves – the sort of asbestos gloves they wore when welding outside the hull, when it could be difficult to tell exactly what was holding heat.

‘Major?’ Bonhomme asked.

Drun looked at Qaqqaq. ‘Ma’am,’ he said with Marine formality. ‘You remember what we found at Trade Point? The first time?’

Qaqqaq cast her mind back, but Drun opened his hand.

In it was a matt-black marble. It was so black it seemed to eat the light.

‘What the hell is that?’ Bonhomme asked.

Qaqqaq did remember them. They’d found several.

‘How the hell did a Starfish get here?’ she asked.

Drun looked at her. ‘When we were at Trade Point, we thought Starfish,’ he said. He looked as if he’d seen a ghost, and she knew he was a hard man to rattle.

She’d been part of the team that had dissected one. And learned very little.

‘Happy Alliday,’ Drun said. ‘I think maybe we have another alien race out here. Watching us all.’


Part Two

Whale Fall

When a whale dies at sea, its body often sinks to the seafloor. There, its carcass becomes what is known as a whale fall. The whale’s body provides a sudden, concentrated food source – a bonanza for organisms in the deep sea for years to come.
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Old Terra

Marca Nbaro found her first visit to Old Terra utterly underwhelming.

The planet was vast, and mostly empty. The famous blue oceans were once again blue, at least when viewed from space, although there were enormous black areas when viewed closer up from sub-orbital shuttles. The crowding in most cities was worse than even the worst slum on City Orbital; Manhattan and Mumbai struck her as uninhabitable, although no one had told the millions of people who lived there.

In fact, to a senior DHC officer and politician, the whole planet reeked of the Age of Chaos it had spawned: corruption, indecision, wilful folly. She had a hard time admiring the many surviving glories of the past, as they seemed to be inextricably intertwined with either some desperate modern financial swindle or mired in a tangle of shanties and raw sewage.

And the politics – violence and ignorance seemed to typify everything, and they didn’t mediate their news. She couldn’t stand it, and shut down her neural lace.

She did enjoy the restored wilderness. She saw a bear in Canada; a real bear, living wild. In Africa, a small but viable herd of elephants roamed a habitat painfully recreated by the SUA at enormous cost. Part of that cost was visible in the shanty town that could be glimpsed outside the park’s fence

‘Almighty,’ she said to Horatio Dorcas, her husband of only a few months. ‘I’m lucky my ancestors left.’

By then they were at Mycenae, where the ruins of a Bronze Age fortress towered over the Argolid plain, and he was in some sort of Dorcas paradise, downloading data, learning a new language, and studying anything that came in reach. But he looked at her, his gaze cool, considering. Finally, he said, ‘I’m certainly lucky that your ancestors left,’ and smiled.

Hawaii was the last and most important place on her tour; here, her husband’s extensive contacts had found her a reliable set of marine biologists with the right political ambitions and, here, she’d found a healthy whale population – not a huge one, but a sizeable fin whale population with a few great blues mixed in.

‘There’s an increasing hybridisation,’ Ralph Tekhi, the lead marine biologist, said. ‘The great blues and the fins started interbreeding in the twentieth century, at least. Maybe the nineteenth. Our boy here is a healthy fifteen-year-old hybrid.’

‘Our boy’ was a magnificent seventeen-metre whale who would, in time, grow to twenty-four metres. He was called Strabo, because of a unique sound he emitted that, with a little modulation, sounded like Strabo. He was a young adult, and after careful examination, he’d been selected by a team of politicians and marine biologists to travel to the stars as the first ambassador of his kind to Sahel. He’d be travelling to Mombasa Orbital, the richest orbital in the richest system in the SUA (Sehemu mpya ya Ufansi wa Afrika or New Africa Prosperity Sphere), an independent and sovereign entity embedded in the federation known as the DHC (the Directorate of Human Corporations), which was, despite its insistence that it was not a government, increasingly the effective ruling body for almost half of humanity’s thousand or so star systems.

Standing with Nbaro on the platform was 普天下 Pǔ Tiān Xià Councillor of the Second Rank Zhao Feyyan, a tall woman of indeterminate age whose erect bearing indicated that, like Nbaro herself, she was a veteran military officer. Nbaro had her dossier on her tab; the woman was herself the message, with the Empire’s usual subtlety. Zhao Feyyan had been the weapons officer on the PTX Juniper Class cruiser Stealthy Change, whose crew had resisted mutiny to join DHCS Athens and her allies in the showdown at Ultra. Had the situation been a finger’s twitch different, they’d have been shooting at each other.

Instead, they’d made history together.

Nbaro smiled at Zhao. It wasn’t a calculated smile, or at least, it was no more calculated than Nbaro’s smiles usually were – a little forced from a long habit of not smiling. She was now very rich, married to a man she loved, and virtually at the centre of DHC politics, and she still had an inner voice that said I’m an idiot when it came to everything from fashion (why can’t we all wear uniforms? I love uniforms!) to matters of interpersonal expression (I shouldn’t tell people to fuck off even when they annoy me and I think they’re useless?).

Zhao’s eyes widened, just slightly, and she returned the smile and left her handlers, a couple of crane-rank intelligence officers, to approach Nbaro, who responded by taking several steps towards the other woman.

Dorcas, Nbaro’s patrician partner, didn’t even notice. He was standing behind a matt-black DHC console, chatting with the technicians and marine biologists about the ideal conditions for the whale.

Dick Truekner, her chief of staff and formerly her squadron commander, murmured, ‘Here comes trouble.’ He meant Zhou. She was related to the Emperor of Puˇ Tiān Xià himself, and her father was the second most powerful politician in the PTX.

Nonetheless, he followed her across the dais on which the dignitaries were to be seated. Nbaro noted how stiffly he moved; the anti-ageing treatment he’d looked forward to wasn’t doing all it should.

Then she concentrated on Zhao. She held out her hand and Zhao took it. The other woman looked her in the eye, a very solid and formidable eye contact. Zhao was conventionally beautiful by PTX standards, and from a high-ranking family; Nbaro, short and brown, wondered if that was genetic luck or genetic manipulation. The other woman was a head taller than her.

‘Commander Nbaro!’ Zhao said. The smile seemed genuine. Her hand was cool. ‘One hoped to meet you this way. One admires the hero of Ultra very much. A credit to both of our empires.’

‘Second Councillor Zhao! Or should I say Commander Zhao?’

Zhao’s smile reached her eyes. ‘I hold both ranks, I suppose,’ she said. She glanced at the whale. ‘But they’ll never let me go into space again. Or you either, I suppose.’

Nbaro hadn’t expected so much honesty, or at least, not so quickly. She barked a laugh. ‘Damn it, Councillor, if we’re so famous, surely they should give us ships!’ She leaned in. ‘Maybe we could share one.’

Zhao’s laugh was lighter and more feminine, but just as genuine. ‘That would, as your people say, put the veritable cat among the veritable pigeons.’

‘My chief of staff, Commander Truekner,’ Nbaro said.

Zhao extended a hand. ‘We never had the honour of meeting, Commander, but I remember hearing your call sign when you came aboard with medical supplies.’

Truekner blushed. ‘Second Councillor, you warm my old heart. I’m a retired commander now, and any heroism is long behind me.’

‘Once one is a hero, one can never take that mantle off,’ Zhao said. Something in her tone made Nbaro look at her – really look at her.

Truekner laughed. ‘Wait until your bones ache, Councillor.’

Zhao glanced at the whale again. Nbaro saw one of her security officers, a Special Services operative named Bejan, make a head motion that indicated that he was employing his neural lace. Hers was still inactive, so she wasn’t flooded with Old Terra’s cesspool of false data.

‘We desire the success of your experiment at Sahel, Commander.’ Zhao looked back at her. ‘We understand the ramifications. When this is over, I would like to discuss some shared goals – in shipbuilding and … preparedness.’ She said the last word with extreme deliberation.

Nbaro tensed. They know. They know that the aliens will, eventually, come for us. The terror of that reality never really left her, and underlay every decision she made as a politician. They’re coming.

‘Please call me Marca,’ Nbaro said smoothly. She nodded sharply. And then, without further thought, she took the plunge. ‘Preparedness is the word, indeed. I look forward to it.’ She looked around and added, ‘Your presence here says everything.’

Zhao shook her head. ‘Not everything. I am empowered by my father to say that there are forces inside the empire—’

Bejan, the security officer, turned and drew his weapon; Zhao’s two officers did the same, and Nbaro saw a figure—

Truekner flung himself on both of them. He was a big man, and he easily knocked them both to the ground.

The world exploded.

Nbaro never lost consciousness, but it took her some seconds to process the events. There was an explosion, which she felt as a shock. She was on the plastic deck of the dais, her face pressed to the non-skid surface, and the two bodies over hers grew in mass as if they were accelerating. Her ribs broke, and then something else hit them, and she was flung – by water – off the stage and down into the seats reserved for journalists, her chest in agony, her lungs empty, trying not to suck in water.

Water.

And then blood. She was lying on her stomach, gasping for breath, and blood ran over her, warm and horrible and in an amount that was unbearable.

Blood? Water?

The bastards have killed my whale.

She awoke in the clamshell of a DHC battlecruiser, DHCS Lepanto. She came to consciousness gradually, swimming up through layers of dreams and shapes and a sensation of well-being that was replaced with an odd, pointless anxiety.

‘Marca?’ said a voice.

After a bit, the voice seemed familiar, and then she thought it had been talking to her for quite a while, and finally, she knew it was Horatio Dorcas. And in the realisation that her husband was saying her name, it all came back to her – Zhao, Truekner knocking her down, the water, the blood.

She was in the clamshell, so she couldn’t make physical contact, but she could do the eye-tick that switched her neural lace from ‘standby’ to ‘on’.

‘Darling,’ she sent.

‘Oh, God,’ Dorcas said out loud. That alone was a tribute to his emotional state, as he was the most disciplined user of the neural lace that she knew. ‘Oh, Marca. I thought you were gone.’

She smiled and went down again.

She came and went for days, but each time surfaced for longer, and she began to sort messages and input on her lace. Apparently, Dorcas had insisted that she be allowed full access.

Truekner was dead.

A terrorist group, the Free Earth faction of the Earth Secessionist movement, claimed credit for the attack. Five terrorists, posing as journalists, had entered the facility and linked up with a smuggled weapon’s package. All five died in the attack; three of them died because none of them had understood the effect rupturing the whale’s tank would have, or the volume of water that would be released. A dozen journalists died, most by drowning after being knocked unconscious by the initial blast wave.

Truekner was dead.

He died saving her, and Zhao, who was apparently in the next clamshell but one. Bejan, her chief of security, was next to her. He’d lost both arms and was still in a critical condition.

Dorcas had been effectively uninjured, protected by the armoured mass of the support systems he’d designed himself. He and Koinet Legishon, the original financial and political backer from Sahel, were alive. So were both of the Earth-born marine biologists who’d supported the project.

Truekner was dead. Once one is a hero, one can never take that mantle off.

She’d been out for seven days, and she’d probably need months to recover; she was in regrowth for a lung. Nasty, complicated and slow. Months slow. She wished she had Thea to walk her to her stateroom.

Three days ago, DHC security had ignored any hint of North American sovereignty and hit a ranch in Saskatchewan, an orbital jump made by a selected Marine combat team. Their target was on the northern prairies of what had once been Canada. The DHC Marine team killed sixteen people and captured four: the entire paramilitary wing of Free Earth. The interrogations of the prisoners were already available to her; Special Services was already following the money. And there was plenty of money to be followed.

The North American sub-government of Earth’s United Nations launched a protest about invasion by the DHC’s ‘jackbooted thugs’, and the DHC, in the person of Horatio Dorcas, countered with testimony from the Free Earth’s commander, Jade Lessing, who called herself ‘John Brown’.

Unmediated newsfeeds proclaimed the interrogation tape was doctored.

PTX, who still claimed jurisdiction over a little less than half of Old Earth, sent a squadron of warships, and for once the DHC and PTX were very much on the same side. Free Earth’s hysterical legal political party declared that together the DHC and PTX intended to invade the planet.

Nbaro took in the interrogations and the analysis. It didn’t take a professional intelligence officer to come to the conclusion that Old Earth was a lot more permeable to outside aggression and money than they’d been warned. Like most terrorist organisations, they’d started out as idealists and ended up as tools for other powers.

And someone was determined to stop them getting a whale for Sahel.

They killed the fucking whale. There are maybe seven hundred fins left on this benighted planet and you killed one of them.

And you killed Truekner.

By the time she was ready to communicate with Horatio Dorcas, she knew what she wanted to do, and how she wanted to do it.

‘I love you,’ he sent.

She sent a smile. ‘I love you too. Now, we’re going to do this a different way.’

Dorcas sent a laugh. ‘I’m glad you haven’t been replaced by a changeling.’

‘Nope. Here’s my plan …’

‘Next time you are almost killed, I will most certainly wall you off from information flow,’ he said.

‘No, you won’t.’

She knew he was already looking at her plan. In a matter of seconds, he sent it back with modifications.

‘Almighty!’ she said. ‘That’s … cold.’ She read further. ‘And very dangerous. A tethered goat—’

‘They tried to murder my wife,’ Dorcas said. ‘They killed twenty people and a very rare sentient.’ Even through the neural lace, his voice was hard. ‘I see every reason for operational daring. And no need for mercy.’
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Sometimes he thought his ship was haunted. Sometimes, he thought he’d lost his mind.

Retired DHC MASS LCDR Thor Storkel was strung out on insertion meds, far too much caffeine, and something he’d picked up in a station-side bar on the Palermo Orbital; something that was guaranteed to keep him awake and frosty through forty hours of meticulous piloting.

The seller hadn’t inspired much confidence.

But despite mistrusting them and their product, given the choice between taking the mysterious drug and maybe missing his insertion point, he took the drug. And it worked, mostly. It kept him awake, and he thought clearly enough to ask himself, Why am I doing this?

He’d had a dream: to own a ship. For a boy born within sight of the North Atlantic on Iceland, a volcanic island in the Northern Hemisphere of Old Terra, just getting to space had been challenging. And since his parents – ‘traditionals’, in the cant of DHC social services – had tried to live on what they could grow and fish in Earth’s delicate environment, there had been no money for advanced schools or piloting. Or anything else.

Storkel had overcome it all and gone to space; first as a merchant spacer, and then, eventually, as a cargo pilot. And then came the War. The Non-War, people called it now: a complex series of conflicts and manoeuvres originated, depending on who you believed, by corrupt patricians inside the DHC, by a hawk faction in the PTX, or by aliens. Or, just maybe, by the AIs.

Non-War. He hated that phrase. He’d lost good friends and he’d killed …

He’d flown dozens of combat sorties and won every medal that the DHC had to offer, as well as sizeable performance bonuses, and, most important of all, he’d lucked into a chance to join a ship’s consortium who bought xenoglas from the alien Starfish.

He’d made a fortune. He’d also discovered that he hated killing sentient beings. Really, really hated it.

He could have retired. He could have spent the rest of his many, many days, thanks to the multiple rejuvs he could now afford, lying on the sands of some magnificent beach, or on a couch in Mombasa Orbital, drinking excellent coffee, talking to intelligent people. Not killing anyone.

But his dream was to own a ship. So he bought one. He spent everything he’d earned or won, and every scrap of credit his heroism had gained him, to buy the Silver Star, a ship of questionable origins that the Athens had captured out in the Deep Black.

Marca Nbaro helped him join the consortium that made him rich, and Marca Nbaro and her friend Morosini, the master AI, had made it possible for him to buy the Silver Star. He’d been on top of the world.

He blinked, scanned his instruments, and winced as the stents in his commander’s acceleration couch tore at his skin.

The Silver Star wasn’t a big ship. In the hands of privateers, she’d had a crew of eleven. He was flying her solo, and that was, as he’d expected, a terrible idea.

It was all a terrible idea. And when it was at its worst, all the people he’d killed screamed at him from the empty deep.

When he arrived on board, he’d been in love. His own ship! And she was fast, with big, modern engines, and sleek, capable of atmospheric re-entry. She had a well-hidden weapons system that Morosini had arranged for him to keep, and a secret DHC MASS Reserve status. She was an amazing ship. A dream ship.

Looked at another way, her big modern engines ate fuel and took up precious cargo space, which was already small because her sleek and predatory profile did not lend itself to capacious cargo holds. The weapons system and the heat sinks and auxiliary reactor took up yet more space. He could only carry small, valuable cargoes.

Exactly the kinds of cargo everyone else wanted. And in the months after the end of the Non-War, with its piracy and privateering and skyrocketing insurance costs, everyone was in space. Every hulk with an engine and a set of insertion vanes was fighting for cargo. Every spacer who could tinker with an engine or manage an EVA was headed ‘out there’.

.And then there were docking fees. As a veteran DHC spacer, he wasn’t used to calculating the daily cost of air, hydrogen, lithium, hydraulic fluid, repair, food …

The Silver Star was the most expensive hotel room at Nouveau Montreal, where he’d fetched her from the parking orbit in which the Athens left her months before he’d paid down his dwindling reserves of cash just to unlock her hatches, and every day made it worse. After just one day, with no crew available because the end of the Non-War had reopened trade throughout the Fringe and every spacer worth her pay was shipping out, he’d accepted a sketchy cargo of ‘biologicals’ for Palermo, just to stop paying his orbital parking fee.

He’d made two insertions to Palermo, hoping that world with its beautiful seas and thriving colony would provide him with crew, but he found near-riot conditions on the orbital and a threatened lockdown, with no explanations offered by black-clad local security. News services suggested terrorism and he suspected local corruption, but he didn’t linger to find out. Luck hadn’t altogether deserted him; he sold his biologicals at a healthy profit and was offered a cargo of finished lenses, paid up front for delivery two systems away, to Dar es Salaam. Success made him cocky; he’d soloed through a pair of insertions without mishap; these were well-travelled space lanes and his onboard astrogation system was sufficient.

He hadn’t had enough rest. He knew that; that’s why he’d got the drugs to keep him awake. He also knew that nothing on the Silver Star was designed for solo operation, and he needed at least an engineer and another pilot.

And in his exhaustion he’d begun to be afraid of things. Things that didn’t make sense. Like the anti-gravity compensator, which had a tremor. It was as if the AG flickered on and off just to keep him tired. Or jumpy. It spiked his adrenaline every time …

Was that his imagination? Why would AG flicker?

The drug was making him vomit. He had an old EVA helmet by his acceleration couch, and he’d hardwired a couple of mirror systems to his couch. He was doing his best. But he hit insertion at Lampedusa feeling as if he’d rather die than do this again.

Insertion.

All his manoeuvring thrusters were red-line hot as he fought to turn, turn, turn away from the emerging broadside of close-in weapons on the enemy ship. Somewhere out in space, the other spaceframes of his squadron were launching their nuclear torpedoes, but he’d left his behind, dead cold, in space; a three-dimensional trap for his foe, who, focused on destroying his frail craft and those of his friends, turned and turned, trying to find him in a haze of heat and electronic clutter.

‘Light her up,’ he told his SENSO.

His stealthy torpedo went live, appearing like an avenging Fury in the dead spot astern of his target and running in to detonate less than a kilometre from the enemy ship’s stern. The radiation pulse, at point-blank range, killed the crew even as the titanic force of the reaction chewed the engine nacelles to space dust.

Only after his back-seaters gave a whoop of triumph did he remember that the kilometre-long former DHC destroyer probably had a heavy crew of four hundred or more.

He came to tasting vomit and feeling as if the dead were screaming outside the hull, feeling as if he’d just woken from a terrible nightmare – and maybe he had. No one could fully explain what happened at insertion. And he never lost the feeling that his dead followed him through space.

His systems were responding, and he carefully unlocked the dead man’s switch he’d set on the drives. If he misjumped, he’d planned to blow them. Why? Why had he thought that way?

How tired had he been?

How crazy?

Blessed Immortal, do I feel BETTER now? I must have been near breakdown. This is insane.

I was insane. I put a dead man’s switch on the engines?

He could remember building it, too. And the dream – the memory. The flash of that detonation …

He shook his head, blinked, and started scanning his boards. He was well placed in the Dar system; the sub-AI driving the astrogation had put him right on the button for a normal transit.

His hands were shaking. And he was having trouble focusing on the screens.

Blessed Immortal, get me dockside and I’ll hire anyone I can find.

He turned on his IFF and started filing station control statistics. His consignment of lenses was perfectly legal, so he passed on his entire manifest when queried. Whatever his other problems, his medical status was up to date and he knew how to file his forms. Or so he thought.

Dar es Salaam was a first-class DHC system and played by DHC rules, which he understood. Or thought he understood.

In an hour, he’d set a course for the inner system, two weeks away, and he’d answered every station-side query and drawn a berth. He’d even hooked up with the consignee for his lenses.

He stumbled to the captain’s cabin, just aft of the bridge, and fell into the rack.

He awoke to an alarm. His tab said he’d slept for eleven hours; Almighty knew he felt better. He felt as if he’d been wrapped in a cloth sack and kicked by horses, but he still felt better. There was no sense of high-pitched screams coming from outside the hull, for example.

He stumbled onto the bridge and his tab informed him that the alarm was related to a micrometeor strike just aft of frame 247 that had compromised the hull and damaged a major electrical system.

He checked climate control. There was indeed a hole in the hull, and he was indeed bleeding precious atmosphere.

It was almost a relief to have a basic emergency to deal with. He had a degree in astronautical engineering; repairing things was second nature.

He went aft to the EVA locker, got into his EVA gear and only then picked up his tools and moved to the damaged area, which was just forward of the cargo area – no damaged lenses – in a closet-sized space that was filled with avionics and electrical components for the ship’s climate control.

It was so densely filled that he had to shut down systems and unbolt the components, moving the shelf-units out into the passageway to get at the breach, tabbing the system-wide infoweb for the schematics, thanking the probably non-existent Almighty that he was in an inhabited system that had a broadcast web. By then, the decompression had begun to shred the insulation between the armoured hull and the pressurised spaces, so that the air itself was full of filaments of something finer than fibreglass. As he’d already had trouble with the sub-AI, he used his tab.

‘Tab, what is this stuff?’

‘Basic nanofibre. Don breathing apparatus immediately.’

‘Fuck,’ he muttered. Swearing had not been encouraged in his childhood, but the DHC MASS had fixed that for him. Nanofibre loose in his habitation spaces meant he’d need a professional decontamination team. That meant time, and money.

After a little more work, he realised that he would have to patch the hole from the outside before he could deal with the decompression. He stomped out onto the hull, enjoyed the view for a few seconds, and then, guided by the unreliable sub-AI, he welded a patch onto the hull. He also noted that something had stripped off two antennas: possibly the eruption of atmosphere from the hole. He went back inside, found more antennas and two new bases, and cycled back through the passenger airlock.

He was tired and in a hurry, and he forgot to tab his boots to magnetic. When he pulled himself through the hatch and slapped his feet against the hull, he instantly began to float away. He wasn’t tethered, and he had neither reaction mass nor any other basic EVA safety kit.

After a few rapid heartbeats of sheer terror, he snagged one of the taller radio antennas with the antenna he had in his hand, and very carefully, heart pounding, pulled himself back down into contact with the ship and magnetised his boots.

‘I just did absolutely everything wrong,’ he said aloud.

‘In future, shall I warn you when you’re skipping basic safety precautions?’ The ship’s sub-AI wasn’t technically sentient, and it had a curiously flat tone. Most sub-AIs had learning programs that caused them to strive to be agreeable to their human masters. The Silver Star apparently lacked such amenities.

He replaced the two missing antennas. ‘Yes,’ he said.

‘Noted,’ Ship said with cold assurance.

It is so easy to die out here. I need help. And the sub-AI dislikes me.

I’m being paranoid. But the sub-AI really seems curiously un-co-operative.

Shut up, Storkel, you’re exhausted. Yesterday you thought dead people were screaming at you from hard vacuum.

He spent the next week cleaning up the mess aft of frame 247 on the starboard side and sleeping. The extruded nanofibre was everywhere, and he had to wear a biohazard mask even to sleep. He didn’t have the right kind of tools to clear it, especially not where it had come into contact with other materials. It tended to adhere to carbon-fibre matting, for example, only later fragmenting into the tiny and dangerous micro-fibres that could get into his lungs and eyes.

He had to disassemble the entire avionics compartment, clean it, and then reassemble all the components. In the process, he found that the ship’s wiring diagram was hopelessly outdated, which made no sense, because he’d helped work on the restoration of the ship himself, a year ago, out in the Deep Black. A dozen gearheads, as aerospace enthusiasts called themselves, had pitched in to search the ship for contraband and restore her after she took the brunt of a close nuclear warhead that destroyed most of her electronics.

He queried the sub-AI several times about the wiring diagram, and he didn’t like the answers, which conflicted with his own memories. In the end, he ran down every lead, checked every power source, and rewrote the entire wiring diagram.

In a way, it was fun. It certainly passed the time. It was like his final exam in aerospace engineering, except that the results could kill him.

Eventually he identified everything in the avionics space except one matt-black box about the size of his hand. It wasn’t on any of the various wiring diagrams or blueprints he could call up. By this time, in a fit of paranoia, and able to access Dar’s system-wide web, he was using his tab to identify parts of the wiring harness and the electrical system whenever the sub-AI professed ignorance.

‘Ship, please identify this component?’ he asked.

‘Life-support heat-exchanger control functions,’ the sub-AI said.

He sent a photo out on his tab, and an hour later received a reply. ‘Unknown component, unknown supplier.’

‘New Texas,’ he sighed, and reinstalled the black box where he’d found it. By then, he was virtually swimming in leaked nanofibre.

By the time he docked at Dar, he was wearing his EVA suit on the bridge and he hadn’t had a shower in a week. But he knew a lot more about his ship.

Some things went well. His cargo hold, however small, was automated, and sealed off from his nanofibre outbreak, so the station allowed him to make an automated delivery direct into the factory hangar, and a sizeable number of DHC ducats were deposited into his ship’s shell company account.

As contracted, he delivered planetside, which was more expensive in fuel, but as he was already at the bottom of the gravity well, he found a facility at the Nyerere Spaceport that offered nanofibre clearing services at a decent rate. Everything planetside was much cheaper than the same goods and services in orbitals, because of the fuel cost of descending and climbing out again. Most freighters weren’t atmosphere-capable.

‘I might have an edge there on cargoes,’ he said to his tab. He was already reviewing available spacer personnel, or rather, the lack thereof. The Spacers’ Guild had no postings at all.

Leaving his ship docked on the envirohab apron of the spaceport cost him … nothing. The planet had its own atmosphere, which he was not allowed to sample until they’d put a tent over the whole ship, with a positive pressure inside the tent to keep stray nanofibres from leaking out. When he did pop the hatch, he found that Nyerere stank of something like kerosene, which proved to be good old-fashioned fossil jet fuel. Dar’s large organisms had died out long before human contact, but they were carbon-based, and they’d formed coal and oil, which the inhabitants used with reckless abandon.

A tiny taxi, belching fumes, rolled up to the gantry by his ship.

‘Need a ride?’ asked the human driver.

They both paused as a ship about the same size as his own rose into the sky on a column of fire. As they watched the drama of its ascent, another vehicle, this one dark and electric, pulled up on the pad. Two figures exited.

A man came up behind him. ‘Sir?’ he said.

He was in uniform and carried a firearm.

‘I was not trying to evade customs and immigration,’ he said for the fourth time.

The androgyne on the other side of the counter looked angry. It might just have been the effect of gravity on their very long frame, or perhaps they were having a trying day, and Storkel’s people skills were up to reading their annoyance with him.

‘Give me a good reason not to throw your arse in jail,’ they said.

‘Respectfully …’ Storkel tried a smile. ‘I filed my bill of lading days in advance, and I think you’ll find it meets—’

‘Every fucking smuggler in the Crescent does the same,’ they spat. ‘Your ship is built for speed. Where the hell was it built?’

Storkel swallowed. ‘New Texas,’ he said.

They looked at him, looked at a screen, and then back at him. ‘Explain again why you tried to leave your ship without going through immigration?’

‘Jesus, Gil, give the guy a break. He’s a war hero.’ Another ’gyne unwrapped themselves from a distant desk. Storkel hadn’t seen them in the murk of the spaceport office. The air conditioning, or climate control, or heat pump, was clearly set too high, and everything smelt a little of mildew. They strode over to the counter and tabbed something onto the first officer’s screen. They brought it up, looked at Storkel, and shook their head.

‘Damn,’ they said. ‘You really fought at Ultra, Skipper?’

It was an odd situation, and an odd day in an odd month. And the downside ’gyne at Dar Spaceport was the first person ever to call Storkel ‘Skipper’.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I was there.’

‘Do you know Marca Nbaro?’ the second officer asked.

‘I served in her squadron,’ Storkel said. ‘Flew with her a few times.’ He found it easy to smile. He was on a planet, safe, and with other people.

I had it bad if being arrested seems preferable to being back there.

The second officer looked at the first. ‘Remember we’re downside, Gil. Folks from the DHC MASS forget we have very different protocols from station-side.’

‘Wish I was station-side,’ Gil said.

The second officer looked at his tab and then at Storkel. ‘You’ve only owned Silver Star since … Almighty, four months, local time.’

‘That sounds right,’ Storkel admitted.

The second officer smiled, but spoke with authority. ‘You need to learn the rules, Skipper. DHC MASS ships have rigid medical procedures that allow them to dock without a further inspection, especially when they’re station-side. You don’t, and this is downside. You have to pass quarantine and all that.’ They glanced at the other officer. ‘But I see Mr Storkel passed on his military record with his info dump, and all his shots are in date.’

‘I thought that was enough,’ Storkel said.

‘Roger that,’ Gil said, less hostile now. ‘If you were DHC MASS that would be enough. But independents need to submit to a physical check and a ship clearance in person.’ They shrugged. ‘I see what happened, though.’ They were apparently convinced.

The second officer managed half a smile. ‘If you give me your word that you will hereafter go through immigration, then I’m inclined to let you go.’ They paused. ‘One more thing – not really my business. But you have no crew? Really?’ Their eyes were like railguns. The question was gentle, but that was the trap. Hey, we’re all friends here – oops, did I shoot you?

‘No crew,’ he admitted.

‘You know that’s against interspace shipping regs,’ Gil said.

‘No, he probably didn’t know. He’s a shit-hot war hero piloting a salvaged piece of military hardware masquerading as a merchant ship.’ The officer was toying with him.

Gil shook their head.

The second officer nodded. ‘I’m sorry, Skipper, because I suspect you really are as naive as you seem, but I’m detaining you and searching your ship. I hope that you understand this is my duty, because you and your ship ring every warning bell this office has.’

Storkel was surprisingly unruffled. ‘Can you tirs get me a beer while I wait?’ he asked.

In fact, they brought him an excellent meal as well as beer. ‘We don’t hold a lot of people,’ Gil admitted. They stayed for a chat, and the two of them played tab games for a bit.

Storkel went to sleep. The bunk beds were much bigger than his rack on board, and he slept well.

He awoke to find the cell next to him was occupied.

‘You snore,’ the woman said. She was hunched over on her rack, all dyed red hair and a faded leather jacket.

Storkel laughed. ‘First I heard of it,’ he said. ‘I think if I’d been a snorer, someone might have told me.’

‘Trust me,’ she said. Her head was in her hands.

Storkel felt surprisingly good. The sleep had restored him, and after some stretches, the second officer came in with a tray of food that smelled delicious and included actual eggs.

‘This is better than any spaceport hotel I’ve ever stayed in,’ he said with genuine good cheer.

The ’gyne deposited the tray in the food slot and an automated mini-bot rolled it into his cell. The night before, Gil had brought the food in and stayed a little – he didn’t like this change.

Performing for the new prisoner?

Or was he really in trouble?

‘Do I get breakfast, or just this doopledigger here?’ asked the woman in the next cell.

‘Please be patient,’ the officer said, and loped away.

‘Fuck,’ the woman said.

‘Doopledigger?’ Storkel asked.

‘Fuck yourself,’ she said.

Storkel ate his breakfast, worry starting to eat into his good mood. Before he’d started on his juice and curry, the second officer, still unnamed, came back. They were wearing body armour, which they hadn’t been wearing the night before. They brought the woman breakfast – the same as his.

She left it on the trolley.

‘Hey, are you going to eat that?’ Storkel asked.

‘Did I say I wanted to talk, doopledigger?’ she spat.

‘Only if you don’t want it, I’d be happy to have another curry and another cup of coffee.’

She looked at him. Really looked at him. ‘Why are you so fucking cheerful?’ she asked.

It was the first time she’d fully raised her head. She had tatts right up to her chin and her red-dyed hair might genuinely be red. Her features were strong and she looked absurdly young, perhaps twenty, but something in her manner seemed older.

‘I don’t know,’ he said philosophically. ‘I’m alive? Maybe that’s it.’ He smiled at her. ‘Last couple of years I’ve had a bunch of opportunities to be dead. So alive and full of eggs and curry seems … OK.’

She looked at him. ‘I want the coffee,’ she said. ‘You can have the curry.’

She passed the covered bowl between the bars. An alarm went off.

An officer they’d not seen before appeared, also in body armour, with their visor down. Man? Woman? ’Gyne?

‘Do not pass anything between cells,’ they ordered. Probably a man.

‘We got body searched before we came in!’ the woman said.

The officer shrugged and left again.

‘Sadistic sack of seal-shit,’ she said.

He smiled, eating his second curry, and sat back on his rack. ‘You were a Marine,’ he said. It wasn’t a question.

She froze, chopsticks in the air as if she were going to play a drum. ‘Fuck yourself,’ she spat.

‘DHC?’ he asked.

‘No!’ she said.

He looked at her a little longer. ‘SUA, then.’

She flushed. ‘You are an inquisitive little fucker, doople.’

‘Elementary, my dear Watson,’ Storkel said, stretching out. ‘Your wrists show the telltale callouses of wearing heavy armour over an EVA suit. I know a guy who had his tattooed to show them off better, and look, so did you.’

She smiled, and it wasn’t a bad smile, or an angry smile. ‘Got me there,’ she said.

‘DHC MASS Lieutenant Commander Thor Storkel, retired,’ he said.

‘Blessed Prophet, what brings an officer to these fucking cells?’ she asked.

He sat back. ‘Foolishness. I didn’t know the dirtside protocols. I’m pretty sure they’ll work it out.’

She sucked on a tooth. Now that he looked more closely, he could see that she had facial swelling and bruises under her dark brown skin. ‘You OK?’ he asked.

‘The sugar in the coffee is reminding me of all the errors and sins of my life,’ she said.

He laughed. Her code shift from tough-as-nails badass to thoughtful prisoner was entertaining as hell.

‘Why are you here?’ he asked her.

She made a face. ‘Error of judgement.’

‘That’s like saying that everyone dies of a heart stoppage,’ he said.

She looked at him, a slight head turn and a glance from the corner of her eye. ‘How about, I don’t want to say?’

He nodded back. ‘Fair enough.’

‘I got tossed off my ship,’ she said suddenly. ‘By a lying arsehat. When the skipper backed the lies, I may have thrown a few punches.’ She made a face. ‘I didn’t win, either.’ Then she smiled. ‘But I left a few marks.’

He nodded.

‘Cawo Elmi-Mahmoud,’ she said. ‘Gunnery Sergeant, SUA Marines, retired. Got a rejuv, thought I’d re-up, but they didn’t want me back, so I shipped out with an SUA merchanter and … here I am.’

‘You a shooter, Ms Elmi-Mahmoud?’ he asked.

She shook her head. ‘Every SUA Marine can be a shooter, honey. But I was logistics; some avionics maintenance, and I can fly all the small stuff. Why, you lookin’ for crew?’

His laugh was loud and totally genuine. ‘Yes?’ he said. ‘I mean, yes, I need crew. I’m just not sure that recruiting in jail is the best way.’

She looked at him. ‘I mean, you get risk-takers …’

‘Or fools,’ Storkel said.

They both laughed.

Nine hours later a ridiculously young woman in DHC MASS blues came in with Officer Gil, who was not wearing body armour.

‘Commander Storkel?’ the young woman asked.

‘Not any more,’ he said cheerfully.

‘Commander, my tab says …’ The young officer paused. ‘Never mind what it says, sir. You are free to go. In future, please follow procedures and obey all station authorities with alacrity.’ She looked as if she’d like to be somewhere else. ‘Sir, my records show you didn’t obtain clearance from Nouveau Montreal when you left orbit.’

Storkel frowned. ‘I received clearance from Nouveau Montreal Space Traffic Control,’ he said.

‘Did you register groundside before retrieving your ship?’ she asked.

‘No need, I got a buddy to taxi me to the airlock,’ he said.

The young DHC MASS officer glanced at the customs officer, who shook their head. ‘Technically, Skipper, you stole your ship. There are procedures you must follow for all of this. It’s OK – we’re giving you a bye.’

‘This time,’ the young officer said.

‘But you skipped signing a lot of forms,’ Gil, the customs officer, said. ‘And I have them all waiting for you.’

They opened his cell.

They took him down a long corridor to a room where his various effects were returned.

‘What’s going to happen to Ms Elmi-Mahmoud?’ he asked.

Gil glanced at him. ‘Nothing,’ they said. ‘We’ll hold her until her former ship departs and then release her without charge. She attacked her captain.’ The androgyne’s face was unreadable. ‘But we believe she was provoked.’

The young DHC MASS officer was clearly in a hurry. She glanced at him. ‘Sir, why didn’t you say Silver Star was a reserve ship and that you held a reserve commission? Why didn’t you just have them call us?’

Storkel shrugged.

Gil, behind him, said, ‘We take armed ships very seriously, sir. And we take armed ships listed as “missing” very seriously indeed. All you had to do was tell us. No crew, a hidden railgun …’

Storkel took a deep breath. ‘Right,’ he said. ‘I was … not at my best.’

‘Just so, sir,’ the young officer said.

Released, Storkel discovered that all of Nyerere smelled of mould, and was hot and incredibly humid, but, on the other hand, the architecture on the relatively low-gravity world was magnificent, a sort of Arabian Nights meets xenoglas construction miracle, a sparkling maze of tulip domes, glittering pointed arches and slim towers. The presence of carbon-based fossil fuels had allowed a very fast expansion here. He found a hotel that he liked, called the White Horse, and then took a cab all the way back to the spaceport to deliver a handwritten note to Inspector Gil.

‘You just can’t stay away,’ Gil said.

He shrugged. ‘The food was damned good,’ he said.

‘I’ll give it to her, but honestly, Skipper, she knocked out her captain. On the bridge.’

Storkel smiled. ‘Exactly what I’m looking for,’ he said.

An hour in his xenoglas bubble hotel taught Storkel how kind his guards had been to bring him a beer.

‘The hotel doesn’t have a bar?’

‘We have an amazing coffee shop,’ the tiny woman at reception said. Storkel couldn’t decide which was the more remarkable: a human receptionist or the lack of a bar. The woman’s smile was almost as big as her face. ‘Alcohol is not forbidden here, but it’s not common. I’m sure the concierge can find you a bar if you need one, but it may be a little … inelegant.’

He shook his head. ‘Coffee shop it is,’ he said. A few minutes later he was seated in a cafe that had been modelled loosely on something from Age of Chaos Paris, with small tables and waiters – live human waiters – in archaic uniforms. He had a delicious coffee and a flaky croissant, and then received a tab from Ecosystems about their services. He’d been in the customs and immigration detention centre so long that they’d finished, wanted their fee, and were threatening him with a docking fee.

He ordered another croissant and stabbed somewhat randomly at the coffee menu to see what he’d get.

He found the hotel disconcerting: quiet, businesslike, and not for spacers. Dar was a very prosperous world and Nyerere was the capital. The men and women around him were unhurried, well dressed in sarongs and saris, sherwani suits, dhotis, as well as a handful of fashionable singlets resembling flightsuits, with the long-coats currently in fashion in New London: linen or silk dusters with discreet embroidery. For the most part, they were all quietly doing business while enjoying themselves in a dignified manner. At the next table, two women in saris haggled with a tall man in gold-rimmed glasses and a beautifully decorated Lamu cap. He didn’t know what they were haggling over, only that they kept sipping their coffee or mango juice and naming numbers. All three seemed perfectly at ease.

Not a spaceport bar.

No one offered him sex, or drugs. There were no fights, or even raised voices.

Storkel enjoyed his croissant, used his tab to pay off the various bills his ship had compounded, including a full load of refined fuel, and contemplated the bill from Ecosystems, which was roughly twice what they had quoted him.

Storkel had the money. His consignee had paid, and he was temporarily flush, but it annoyed him.

He decided to deal with Ecosystems as if they were an annoying maintenance crew on the Athens. He tabbed, I’ll take this under advisement, and went sightseeing.

He spent a glorious day looking at wildlife, all from Earth, and garden-parks, including one dedicated entirely to native organisms, most of which were at the single-cell level. Life had reached a much higher level of complexity here, a billion or so years ago; then it had collapsed. Now, there were millions of humans, most of them from South East Asia, but the first wave had come from East Africa, hence the names and the local language, which was a sort of Swahili with Malay woven in. Storkel had enough Swahili from the DHC Merchant Service to get along, and even to get a surprised smile of pleasure from a tour operator.

He noted that his tab kept offering him business opportunities. He tried to shut the feature down, but eventually, back at the hotel, a thin man told him it was a hotel service. ‘Everyone here is looking to buy and sell, sir,’ the man said.

Storkel laughed, but later that night, he posted to the board himself.

‘Outbound small cargo, one thousand cubic metres. Independent contractor.’

In the morning, when he awoke, he had thirty-seven offers. He sat in the coffee shop, answering them. He drank too much coffee and felt the tightening in his biceps that heralded over-stimulation, but it was better than a hangover or the reaction he’d had to the space drugs. Coffee was good; good coffee was amazing.

He sighed, because the coffee was that good, but switched to juice, and kept tabbing his prospective customers, and by noon he was down to three. As one of them was in his hotel, he invited her to join him.

Clarissa Ndawe was on her second rejuv; small, thin, with all the visible signs of ageing on a characterful face; someone’s nona, Storkel thought. They shook hands; he admired her sari, which was the most beautiful deep blue edged in gold.

‘What’s the cargo?’ he asked.

‘First-quality exotic hardwoods,’ she said. ‘Already dried and ready for milling.’ She looked at him fiercely. She had bright eyes and a predatory look. ‘Your ship is too small for my cargo. You will have to make two trips.’

She was driving him along – a woman who was used to getting her way. ‘Where to?’ he asked.

‘Milano. Bergamo Spaceport, a registered company called WildWood.’

She named a price, and he spent far too long working out the costs of fuel consumption, turnaround time, maintenance costs …

‘Do you have to do this for every client?’ she asked. ‘I’m a busy woman.’

‘I’m new to the freight business,’ he said.

‘I can tell. You didn’t even mention that your ship is atmosphere-capable in your prospectus.’ She shook her head, as if in wonder at his foolishness.

‘Hey, how do you know that?’ Storkel asked.

She held up her tab. ‘Silver Star, listed under your name, currently on the apron at Ecosystems, who are threatening you with a lawsuit. Here’s everything I need to know – a good ship, quite new. Fast. You see? How much are those thieves at Ecosystem charging you?’

He converted local currency to DHC ducats. ‘Seven thousand ducats. They estimated seventeen hundred.’

‘My nephew would have done it for fifteen hundred. Listen … Mr Storkel?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘Mr Storkel. Offer them fifteen hundred ducats. Do you have that much?’

He was insulted. ‘Of course—’

‘Of course,’ she said, ‘I’m sorry, some freight captains are the merest pirates.’ She pointed at his tab. ‘Do it.’

It was as if she was his grandmother. ‘What, now?’

‘Yes, now, while I am here to advise you how to negotiate, since you, clearly, are from some culture that does not bargain.’ She was fierce, and yet he liked her.

He did as she said. She waved down one of the uniformed waiters and ordered them both coffee, in this case, a pale brown coffee made with condensed milk. Also delicious.

‘You need to put together standard rates, Mr Storkel. For distance travelled, or for insertions, or however you wish to calculate it.’

Storkel knew all this, in some remote way. But this grandmother seemed to have it all at her fingertips, and she rattled off some of the basic rules of space commerce for him.

He tapped them into his tab.

After they’d finished their coffees, he said, with some hesitancy, ‘Two loads, each nine thousand ducats.’

She threw back her head and laughed. It was a shockingly loud laugh. ‘Highway robbery,’ she said. ‘Two loads, each four thousand ducats, and I’ll take care of Ecosystems for you.’

‘Four thousand only covers my fuel costs and docking fees.’

‘Which means any cargo you pick up at Milano and return with will be pure profit,’ she said.

He looked at her. ‘I need a crew,’ he admitted.

She shrugged. ‘There, I cannot help you. But because you are a good boy, I will go to forty-five hundred and settle with the boys at Ecosystems for you. I’m not in a hurry. You can leave next week, for all I care.’

He leaned back. ‘So you don’t mind if I see if I can get a better deal?’ he said.

‘You won’t,’ she said cheerily. ‘I’m here until Sabbath. Tab me!’ She rose and, after a brief fumble for the right manners, he kissed her on both cheeks and she smiled. ‘You’re a good boy,’ she said. ‘If you do this, I might have more for you. Do you know Sahel?’

He nodded. ‘I was there on my last voyage,’ he said.

She nodded. ‘Tab me,’ she said, and vanished, leaving a slight scent of patchouli behind.

Of his other two potential clients, one was an unsavoury pair of men who were obviously smuggling something; he was polite, promised to be in touch, and was relieved when they left. The other had only about half a cargo even for his small holds; they parted in mutual disappointment.

‘Miss me?’ said a hoarse voice. Cawo Elmi-Mahmoud settled into the elegant metal seat across from him.

He grinned. ‘You got my note.’

She shrugged, looked around, and then leaned back. ‘Yeah, well, I’m not exactly buried in offers of work.’

‘You can fly a freight shuttle?’ he asked. ‘Can you stand a bridge watch?’

She nodded. ‘I’ll be straight with you; I don’t have my mate’s papers, but with a few weeks under instruction …’

He wrestled with that. ‘I need someone to share the load,’ he said.

‘I don’t have my papers,’ she said again. ‘But I know the score. I can run a ship. Fuck, I can always wake you if anything goes tango-uniform.’

A waiter hovered. Storkel waved him in. ‘Juice?’ he asked Elmi-Mahmoud.

‘Coffee,’ she said. Her face brightened and she ordered in fluent Swahili that made the waiter grin.

He summoned up a contract on his tab and sent it to hers. ‘I’ll split the profits with crew. If you get your ticket, I’ll give you an officer’s share, and cargo space of your own. After all of the ship’s needs are met, including banking fifteen per cent against major equipment failure and that sort of stuff,’ he said.

She blinked. ‘Blessed Prophet! On whom his name be grace and peace!’ She met his eye. ‘Sex is not on the table.’

He shrugged. ‘Never thought it was.’

She nodded. ‘This says two months. That’s nothing, in space.’

‘Trial period. Maybe we’ll hate each other. I’m not that desperate; I just thought we’d get along. Jailbirds and all. I am about to sign a contract for a couple of two-hops. We fly those, make some ducats, and see if we’re still pals. And you get your ticket.’

She made a face. ‘Sure. But before I thumbprint this and sign the articles, you know you’ve got people watching you?’

He had to force himself not to look around. ‘No?’ he said, making it sound like a question. And then, less fearfully, ‘DHC types?’

She shook her head. ‘Nope. Big white dude over there hardly ever looks at anything but you. And he’s not sittin’ with his buddy, but that guy’ – she pointed to another table – ‘is also watching you, and my money is on him as an ugly customer.’ The man in question had rough skin, as if he’d survived a childhood disease, a hawk nose and a shock of black hair, as well as the thinnest moustache Storkel had ever seen outside a holodrama.

Storkel leaned back. ‘Shit,’ he said. ‘Pencil moustache was on the tour with me yesterday. And the white guy just offered me a bullshit cargo.’

‘Uh-huh,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘Got any unpaid gambling debts?’

He shook his head. ‘Nothing like that.’

‘Well, I guess we just sail away, then, and see what happens. By the way, Skipper, I have zero cash, so I’d appreciate a place to sleep and an advance so I can buy some kit.’

He nodded, and tabbed Ms Ndawe, Deal.Within seconds, his tab beeped and provided him with a detailed contract that included a full release from Ecosystems. He spent a few minutes signing agreements that allowed Ms Ndawe to move his ship to an automated loading facility to load her hardwood. He found his bank account already richer by 4500 ducats.

As he had suspected, Ms Ndawe meant business.

‘Sure,’ he said. He stopped at reception to get a room for Ms Elmi-Mahmoud, and then they went out onto the walkways to buy her kit. It was soon obvious that Elmi-Mahmoud was one of those people who hated to shop, whereas, for Storkel, the moving walkways with a nearly endless bazaar of small shops and awnings was an adventure. He bought them flightsuits with the name of the ship and their names embroidered on, and caps, and helmet bags, and Elmi-Mahmoud laughed at him.

‘All I wanted was some underwear and maybe a new pair of cheap shoes,’ she said.

He bought them both soft flight boots, the kind that pilots in the DHC wore. He bought himself a suit of local business clothes: a soft silk shirt, light linen jacket and matching slacks from a streetside tailor who made them up from half-finished stock on the spot, on a sewing machine that looked like it belonged in a museum.

They sipped iced drinks, and were offered a variety of substances, quasi-legal and illegal.

‘Those two dudes are following us,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

‘What the actual fuck?’ Storkel shook his head. He checked his tab. ‘Cargo load is underway. Are you cleared? Can we just dust off?’

She nodded. ‘Don’t you want to know?’ she asked. Her eyes flicked towards their pursuers.

‘I guess so,’ he said hesitantly. Elmi-Mahmoud clearly relished a confrontation; Storkel thought he could go the rest of his life without one.

‘Let me do this,’ she said. A few minutes later, when an androgynous youth covered in gang tattoos offered them both a variety of substances, she leaned over and spoke to him in rapid Swahili.

His head snapped back as if he’d been struck. He glared at her.

She handed him a twenty-ducat coin.

He took it, looked at Storkel, and then shrugged. ‘OK, lady,’ he said. ‘Come with me.’

They sat in a tea house – a brothel – while the youth went upstairs. He came down with a fat woman in a kimono. ‘You deal with Mama-san.’

Storkel rose and bowed, and so did Elmi-Mahmoud.

Mama-san inclined her head. ‘You asked my boy for something I do not provide.’

‘But you can find it,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

Mama-San spread her hands. ‘I do not touch such things,’ she said. ‘People take such things seriously.’

‘I’m in a hurry,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘Sorry to waste your time, Mama-san. No insult was intended.’ She rose, so Storkel rose with her.

Mama-San nodded. ‘I take no insult. Go in peace. Salaam aleikum.’

‘What was that about?’ Storkel asked.

‘Wait,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

Sure enough, within a minute, a small girl appeared with a silk bag. ‘Two hundred,’ she said. ‘No bargaining.’

Elmi-Mahmoud nodded. ‘Pay her.’

Storkel winced. ‘That’s serious money. What are you buying?’

‘Just do it,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘Take it out of my pay if I’m wrong. I’m buying an insurance policy on the men following you.’

Storkel counted out the money in gold-coloured twenty-ducat pieces. Physical currency was almost never used on DHC ships and orbitals – everything was digital – but here on Dar, people dealt in cash.

The girl dropped the bag on the muddy street, took the stack of coins, and ran.

Elmi-Mahmoud scooped up the bag, clucked softly as she examined the contents, and smiled at him. ‘Let’s go back and buy me some underwear,’ she said. And she did, after trying several pieces on in the privacy of a tented stall, emerging looking exactly as she’d gone in, flourishing a cotton bag.

‘Six ducats,’ she said.

He paid. ‘The guy with the moustache is standing over there in the perfume stall.’

She nodded. ‘I’m kinda curious what they intend.’

‘I was planning to walk up to him and ask,’ Storkel said. He wanted to get this over with, and he didn’t like whatever Elmi-Mahmoud had in that sack. Or how she might use it.

‘Allah be praised. You have brass, Mr Storkel. But let them make their play.’

Storkel looked at his new partner and raised an eyebrow. He had a notion that was hard to get out of his head, but after some consideration, he just shrugged. ‘OK,’ he said, and they took the next moving walkway towards their hotel.

They were rolling along through a better neighbourhood when Elmi-Mahmoud grabbed his hand. ‘We’re getting off,’ she said.

He obeyed. They stepped off the moving walkway onto the link-up platform, and then stepped down their speed until they were in the elegant neighbourhood itself, on streets that didn’t move. She led him towards a park. ‘Sit down there,’ she said.

He smiled. ‘Am I bait?’ he asked.

‘Yep,’ she said. ‘You wanted to get this over with.’

He sat. He examined the embroidery on their flightsuits, and he noticed when the big dough-faced man entered the park. Dough-face waved over his shoulder, and then both men hurried towards him.

Both produced flick-batons.

Storkel rose to his feet. ‘Gentlemen?’

Both of them were grim-faced and intent on violence. Storkel backed away.

‘Fuckin’ snark,’ Dough-face said. ‘Steal our ship!’

Moustache said nothing, but he looked as if what was coming pleased him. He wore a slight smile. ‘We will hurt you very much,’ he said. ‘Before we kill you.’

Storkel was moving back into the park along one of the radial paths, deeper into the Earth-normal palm trees. It was early evening, and the sun was setting in red glory behind him, the ball of fire reflected from a dozen xenoglas structures so that they seemed to be surrounded by fire.

Understanding struck Storkel. ‘New Texas!’ he said, as if he’d just discovered a cure for a rare disease. ‘You boys are a couple of space battles too late.’

‘Fuck you, snark,’ said Dough-face. He raised his baton and froze.

‘Hello,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘It’s fuckin’ amateur night. You followed us all day and then figured I’d what … loped off to get laid?’

She was holding a small, flat automatic pistol, a slug-thrower, against the side of Dough-face’s head. ‘I can probably do both of you with one bullet, dooples.’

‘Shit,’ Moustache said. He lowered his baton.

Storkel nodded at Elmi-Mahmoud. ‘So, how do we resolve this?’

Elmi-Mahmoud shrugged. The muzzle of her pistol didn’t move. ‘I waste ’em and we leave the bodies? In this park, it’ll be a day before anyone reports them.’

Storkel frowned. ‘It’s not your ship.’

Dough-face said, ‘It was our ship. Your fuckin’ thugs took it from us.’

Storkel sighed. ‘Sure, after you folks used it as a pirate ship to interfere with DHC trade.’ He raised his hands. ‘I’m not debating it with you, gents. I bought that ship; it’s mine. Come at us again, and you’re dead. Let ’em go, Cawo.’

She didn’t move. ‘Holy Lord, Skipper. Are you sure you don’t want to let them sign on? Take ’em with us?’ Her sarcasm was evident.

He shrugged. ‘I thought about it,’ he admitted.

Moustache narrowed his eyes. ‘You should kill us,’ he said. ‘I will never stop coming after you. You have stolen from me. Humiliated my people.’ His eyes burned with hatred.

Storkel collected their flexible batons. ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Maybe plan better next time.’

Elmi-Mahmoud searched the two men, and took their ID cards and tabs. Then she put the pistol back inside her clothes. ‘See you next time, compadres.’ She paused in the gloom. ‘Just so we’re clear; if I see you before you see me, I’ll waste you. He’s a softie. I’m not.’

They walked back towards the moving walkway. ‘New Texas,’ Storkel said aloud. ‘And thanks, by the way.’

‘Idiots,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘That war is over.’

Storkel looked back. The two men were standing where they’d been left, apparently arguing. ‘Not to them. Not to anyone on New Texas, apparently.’ He looked at her. ‘Would you really kill them? Here? Wouldn’t that ruin your cover?’

‘Cover?’ she asked.

‘You’re a Special Services officer,’ he said.

She looked at him, her large eyes alight in the gloom. ‘Fuck you,’ she muttered.
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The first run to Milano was almost easy. Storkel very quickly worked out a routine, and Elmi-Mahmoud was good at everything, including navigation.

Storkel mocked her. ‘If this is your cover, you should live it,’ he said.

‘I’m not undercover,’ she insisted. ‘And who made you the expert on undercover work?’

‘Holodramas,’ he said, and started quizzing her on active and passive detection systems.

The almost in their easy hops was an interception in Milano system by a patrol craft. They were boarded by DHC Marines, and every compartment aboard was searched.

‘You got lucky this time, bud,’ said the detachment NCO. ‘We’ll get you next time.’

‘Get me?’ asked Storkel.

The Marine laughed mirthlessly. ‘This bird has smuggler written all over her,’ he said. ‘We’ll get you.’

When they were gone, and while cleaning up the mess made of his cabin, Storkel tabbed Elmi-Mahmoud. ‘You could tell your friends to go easier on us,’ he said.

‘Not my friends. They wrecked my cabin.’ Her anger sounded genuine.

Storkel spent his next two watches, during which they coasted on a fuel-efficient course in-system, cleaning up after the Marines, who’d broken nothing but made a great deal of mess.

‘That was harassment,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘I was an SUA Marine. That’s the shit we’d dole out to a ship we knew was bad. Sending a message, my lieutenant used to call it.’

The process of cleaning up after the Marines was revealing, though. Storkel had to really look at some of the smaller spaces on board, spaces as tiny and claustrophobic as the electrical switching cabinet where he’d repaired the micrometeorite strike. The Marines had ejected every panel from every closet and just dropped them, revealing several ‘secret’ compartments, all of them empty, and what looked like a secret arms locker – also empty. Storkel wasn’t given to dwelling on might-have-beens, but he had a moment when he considered what would have happened if the secret arms locker had been full of illegal weapons. He’d have known nothing about it. And he’d have lost his ship.

Two days out of parking orbit, he woke up with a clear idea that he’d seen something out of place the day before. He left Elmi-Mahmoud on watch and went below to the row of five two-person staterooms that would have held the usual crew of ten. The first two staterooms each had a closet for storage, which had struck him, from the first, as odd. What starship had space for a closet? Both tiny spaces had been rifled by the Marines, revealing false floors and small hiding places. The aft closet had a false floor that opened into a foam-lined space – the arms locker. The foam was laser-cut to fit a number of standard weapons and an EMP carbine.

He brought the ship’s architecture up on his tab.

He’d gone to the Academy after his first tour as a lower-decks spacer in the DHC MASS, and had a degree in astronautical engineering. He knew how to read blueprints and how to draw them, both by hand and CAD. Now, he sat on the deck in the stateroom, wondering how many of the blueprints of his precious ship were a lie. He queried DHC Central via his reserve status for an independent copy of his blueprints, because his paranoia about his sub-AI was increasing. The query only took six days to be answered; he had the full set, in three rotatable dimensions, on his tab.

They weren’t right. Nor was the ship’s sub-AI right. If he hadn’t worked on this ship after its capture, he wouldn’t have known.

It was possible he was insane. He considered that. And paranoia was a known side effect of PTSD.

‘What’chu doin, Skipper?’ Elmi-Mahmoud asked.

He didn’t believe that his new first mate was actually an out-of-work spacer with a violent temper, but despite that, he liked her. Only, someone spying on him made no sense; and he was a reserve officer himself. If someone wanted to use the Silver Star as a spy ship, why not ask him?

But Elmi-Mahmoud herself was a cool customer who seemed to know small ships better than he did.

So he just shot her the truth. ‘Looking for secret compartments,’ he said.

After a minute, she said, ‘Cool. Finding anything?’

‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘Our blueprints are a lie, which is itself a Spaceflight Procedures crime.’

Her voice was crisp. ‘Sure as fuck is, Skipper.’

‘What I don’t understand, considering that I helped rewire and rebuild this ship while she was strapped to Athens, and considering that she was held by DHC MASS intel for six months, is how it’s possible the blueprints are still a lie. No one ever noticed?’

‘You have a railgun,’ she said. ‘Your CIWS turrets are milspec.’ Implying that this was all a bit of a lie.

‘I knew that,’ he said. Let her chew on that one.

He went back to the blueprints. After a while, he got up off the deck and went to the bridge, where he could use the sub-AI on a large screen to do his calculations. It wasn’t hard. After he painted in the closets and the secret compartments, he knew his guess was correct. There was a space – quite a large space on such a small freighter – between the two closets. Almost two cubic metres.

Then he started on cable runs. After he’d verified that one – and only one – major cable ran through that space, he told the sub-AI to perform a monitor run on it. Then he followed the run with an onboard camera, which was, itself, just a software resolution program that sorted the fibre-optic cable into slices.

His scan didn’t tell him anything, aside from one useful fact: that the cable run was intact.

He plunged deeper into the system, using skills he hadn’t flexed since the Academy, and told the computer that there was a break in fibre-optic cable red 1,607, and he placed the break exactly in the middle of the missing space and asked the computer how to reach it.

The sub-AI insisted there was no space there.

‘You are slick,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said over his shoulder.

‘You see what I’m seeing, right?’ he asked. He hoped his relief didn’t show.

She grunted. ‘The sub-AI is lying.’

‘If they wanted to hide the space forever, they shouldn’t have allowed a cable run through it,’ he said. Then he glanced at her. ‘When we were decelerating in-system, did you feel the AG flicker?’

‘Hah! I thought I was imagining that.’ She raised an eyebrow. ‘Antigrav doesn’t flicker.’

Storkel’s eyes narrowed.

He went back to Stateroom 2, took off several access panels, and then began pressing, pushing and pulling. Elmi-Mahmoud set various proximity alerts on the bridge – they were in a high-traffic area – and joined him.

It still took them three hours. A star shape of five screw heads in the bulkhead suggested the presence of a pylon base on the other side of the panel, but he’d already located the cable duct and it didn’t need a pylon. The two of them pressed various combinations until one of the screw heads gave with a click.

The panel hinged back with a hydraulic hiss. It was all physical – the panel had no digital hook-up.

‘Any idea what the combination was?’ Storkel asked.

Elmi-Mahmoud looked chagrined. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I was just pressing shit.’

He nodded. Then he took an old-fashioned flashlight from his flightsuit pocket and shone it into the space.

Sure enough, it was a little less than two metres high, a metre by a metre wide. And it held a veritable arsenal of weapons and ammunition, grenades, body armour, six EVA suits, even an EMP carbine.

‘We could start a war,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘Blessed Prophet.’

‘Idiots,’ Storkel said. ‘I feel as if we’ve been set up.’

‘Idiots?’ she asked.

‘Anyone with two thirds of a brain would have figured this out.’

‘No one has,’ she said. ‘I think you’re overestimating the astronautical design capabilities of customs people.’

He shook his head. ‘Maybe. I sure as heck didn’t find this when I was working on board.’

‘So, close it up?’ she asked.

He shook his head. ‘Nope. We empty it out, get rid of most of this crap, and I’ll hide the rest in better, safer places. We can always use an EMP carbine and some gauss rifles. But they need to be better hidden and more accessible in an emergency.’ He paused. ‘And … whoever left this here knows where it is, if you catch my meaning.’

She nodded. ‘Roger that. What do you have in mind?’

He spent the last day of the cruise altering the blueprints to reflect reality. The weapons that he kept were now neatly bolted to the inside of the fusion reactor housing, including the handgun that Elmi-Mahmoud had purchased on Dar. He built a cabinet of spare radioactive shielding over the gun rack that would only open for a password. Then he ran a pair of pipes – dummy conduits – from the reactor housing to the cabinet, as camouflage. He left the emergency supplies and the EVA suits in the hole, as he now thought of it.

‘You are devious,’ she said.

‘Too many holodramas,’ he said.

They entered their parking orbit on schedule, and a routine inspection crew docked with them and gave their ship a fairly casual inspection. ‘We saw the Marines tag you out there,’ said one of the customs officers.

Storkel nodded. ‘Yeah, fun. We’re still cleaning up.’

‘Well, they said you was clean,’ the woman said. ‘So we’ll just confirm that and be on our way.’

In an hour, they were dropping into Milano’s atmosphere. Milano didn’t have much atmosphere; she was a Mars-like planet, although she had a magnetosphere that allowed life without radiation shielding, and various terraforming projects were being attempted. Milano was a very successful mining colony with some of the richest ore, and easiest access to it, in all of DHC Space, rivalling Sahel. Unfortunately, she didn’t have Sahel’s climate or atmosphere, but the main city and spaceport were sizeable, if not impressive. Everything, including food, had to be imported, and the smelters and purifiers sent long columns of dark smoke up into the barely extant atmosphere.

‘Mining interests aren’t big on parks and social programmes,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

‘It looks like something from an Age of Chaos holo,’ he agreed.

Storkel flew them down and landed on the stained hardscrabble field closest to WildWood Inc. A man in a hard hat and EVA suit came up the ladder onto the bridge, looked at the cargo, whistled, and came back with a dozen people and some antique loaders.

‘You’ve got to see this,’ Storkel said.

‘People moving wood? I’ll pass,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

‘It’s like something from—’

‘A holodrama? Yeah, I get that. I think you spent too much time in the DHC MASS. They don’t have an automated loader or an automated inventory system. Most people don’t, outside the major systems.’

‘Milano has the richest goldfields in this part of space!’ he said.

She laughed. ‘I’m sure they have autoloaders for gold. Not for furniture wood.’

He used radio to contact the crew outside. ‘I’m going to need a fuel truck,’ he said.

‘Yeah, about that …’ the man said.

‘Tomorrow!’ Storkel spat at his first mate.

She shook her head. ‘Wow. That’s crap. They didn’t get a fuel truck in advance?’

He shrugged. They played a military simulation against each other: an Age of Chaos battle. They ended with a terrible, bloody draw. They walked out to a local bar; they both felt like aliens, had a single beer and retreated to their ship.

‘Sometimes I feel as if I’m from a different civilisation,’ he said.

She glanced at him. ‘At least you didn’t have some bastard staring at your cleavage,’ she said.

He shrugged. ‘You’re right. I’ve been a DHC spacer too long. Ships have rules. Orbital stations have rules …’

She nodded, one hand on their gantry palm plate. ‘Preach it, Skipper. The DHC is only skin-deep. Most of the men in that bar probably resent the DHC and all its regulations. You heard them talking shit.’

‘I did,’ he admitted. He’d been shocked to hear a man say everyone would have been better off if the DHC had been shitcanned out at Ultra. He’d also heard the two of them referred to as skinnies, a phrase he’d never heard before. And talk that ’gynes were unnatural.

He lay awake thinking about it. He’d been raised by his Free-Earther parents to see the DHC as a heavy-handed empire, so hatred of the DHC and their AI-driven bureaucracy wasn’t new to him. What was new was the tone. The men in the bar – and they’d all been men – had sounded angry – angry at every DHC regulation, every cargo check, every mining law. And at women. And ’gynes.

When did this happen?

In the morning, the fuel truck arrived, a small truck with a small fuel load. They fuelled up enough to reach the spaceport, sixty klicks away; an enormous waste of fuel for a ship their size. They landed on the refuelling apron with their manoeuvre thrusters showing empty, which Storkel hadn’t enjoyed. He paid for a full fuel load.

Elmi-Mahmoud was in the co-pilot couch. ‘Boss man back at WildWood couldn’t remember the last time someone landed on their apron,’ she said.

Storkel was at the controls. ‘The freight business is a lot more complicated than I thought,’ he admitted.

They went through customs – again – and then went to the freight hall in person. He’d discovered that he could access the freight hall online, and make bids on cargoes, but his suspicion was that some people would only do business in person, and that suspicion was borne out. They rode a shuttle-train through the city dome-wall, and into the dirtside of the port, where there was a fine new building in bright red carbon-fibre that would have looked right on New London, but shone like a temple here.

‘Ooh,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘Someone likes to be noticed.’

They walked around the great hall floor, where there were hundreds of people advertising cargoes, and several dozen ships’ crew negotiating. The cargo handlers were all dressed in vests and trousers, and some had weapons: big knives, and even slug-throwers in holsters.

The space crew all wore flightsuits, and none of them were armed.

The freight hall had its own bar, which played something like ballad-tyrant music, a three-year-old fad from New London. In a quick tour of the hall Storkel spotted a dozen cargoes he might bid on, then he plopped onto a bar stool and ordered coffee.

A pale-skinned ’gyne read his name patch and smiled. ‘You guys have that slick-lookin’ pirate ship,’ they said.

Storkel returned the smile. ‘She was a New Texas privateer,’ he admitted. ‘Before I bought her.’

‘Pretty as a picture,’ the ’gyne said. ‘I’m Hei Wan. New Ontario Line. Tyendenaga.’

‘Thor Storkel, Silver Star.’

‘I’m his first mate,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘Cawo Elmi-Mahmoud.’

In a few minutes, there were a dozen spacers all gathered around. ‘Rough crowd,’ Hei Wan said. ‘Tough place to do business. And they don’t like ’gynes.’

‘Or women,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

The human bartender slid Hei Wan a drink. ‘That’s not fair, folks. Mining doesn’t attract the nicest people, but there’s plenty of citizens here with modern views. You just won’t meet ’em out in the freight hall.’

‘Hey, sir!’ said a voice, and Storkel glanced around.

Then he grinned. ‘Spacer Levers, as I live and breathe.’

Levers had been a Flight Six avionics repair mate. ‘You get out, or did the master chief throw you out?’ Storkel asked. He was laughing, though. Levers had been a competent, if smart-arsed, kid.

Levers shrugged. ‘My enlistment was up and we made a killing on my cargo space.’

Storkel nodded. ‘Way to go. So what are you doing here?’

‘I’m bored,’ Levers said. ‘Had some fun, spent some ducats, gave the rest to my ma. Might as well go back to space.’ He shrugged. ‘Probably shouldn’t ha’ got out.’

‘You two were on Athens?’ Hei Wan asked. ‘The Ship of Heroes?’ They sounded both satirical and admiring at the same time. ‘Just don’t tell the locals. A lot of pro-Fringe sentiment here.’

Levers grinned. ‘Yeah, this isn’t getting old.’ He took the stool nearest the ’gyne and started plying them with stories of the Deep Black and aliens. Storkel took another spin around the floor, found a mining hub agent shipping refined phosphor bronze to Dar, and signed on the spot: two cargoes to be delivered eight weeks apart. The money was good, and Ms Ndawe was proven correct; he’d be getting almost eight thousand a run. It didn’t surprise him that Ms Ndawe had a better head for business than he did.

He wondered if she’d like to ship as his supercargo. The thought made him laugh.

He went back to the bar and paused by Levers. ‘I need a flight engineer,’ he said.

Levers was high, and maybe drunk as well, and Hei Wan had their arms around him in a protective way. ‘I found him and he’s mine,’ Hei Wan said.

Levers shook his head to clear it. ‘Oh, sir,’ he said, ‘I’m not a real engineer.’

‘I could take you under instruction,’ Storkel said. He was pretty sure he could handle any serious engineering. But Levers had been an expert repair tech.

Levers looked into Hei Wan’s eyes. ‘I’m …’

Storkel laughed. ‘I’ll be back in about eight weeks. I’ll take you if you’re still here.’

Levers nodded and went back to cuddling with his friend.

‘Just like that?’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘A girl might want a drink.’

Storkel shrugged. ‘I want to get out of here.’

She slid off her stool. ‘Right behind you.’

‘What we need is an astrogator,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said, three weeks later.

His automated astrogation program had put them well above the ecliptic, and a third of the way around the system from Dar es Salaam. That left them with four weeks of expensive fuel burn in-system, a constant deceleration because they’d also left Insertion moving at almost 0.2 c. ‘That thing, that sub-AI; it’s not worth a crap.’

‘We’re not dead or Dutchman,’ Storkel said, but inwardly he agreed. ‘But every crewman we take on reduces our profit.’

‘Life’s too short for this kind of boredom,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

‘Yeah, merchant life must be hard on you spies,’ Storkel said.

‘Would you drop that?’ Elmi-Mahmoud shot back. ‘Just ’cause I know how to buy a gun.’

Storkel let it go. They got along, and she was good at everything. They’d even rigged up a shooting range between the Silver Star’s two tail fins, and went outside in EVA suits to practise with their gauss rifles. Elmi-Mahmoud was incomparably better than he was, but that was to be expected of a SUA Marine.

‘Never thought of shootin’ outside the ship,’ she admitted.

They landed dirtside on Dar and had their cargo aboard before they could buy food. Storkel posted an advertisement for an astrogator. They left with their cargo, but no more crew.

The second trip to Milano, two insertions away, was a carbon copy of the first but without the burden of a DHC Marine inspection. Customs gave them a more careful going-over in orbit, but they passed through after some dull hours and landed on the same apron outside the city dome. This time the crew chief had fuel waiting for them.

‘Fifteen weeks to deliver two cargoes,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘I’m not makin’ much here.’

‘Think of the fun we’re having,’ Storkel said, but he agreed. They’d spent months in space, coasting or decelerating, to make something just above a living wage. ‘We’ll each clear about four hundred a week,’ he said. ‘That’s a little better than DHC spacer pay.’

On the other hand, he owned his own ship, and he was covering his expenses.

‘And,’ he said, ‘there’s the adventure.’

Elmi-Mahmoud gave him a look that may have been intended as a glare.

At the freight hall, he posted their advert for an astrogator again and tried to find Levers, but the man was nowhere to be found. Their phosphor bronze was ready and the customer was angry that they’d been delayed.

‘I’ve been waitin’ four weeks!’ the freight agent said. ‘Where the hell have you been? You said eight to ten weeks. Been fourteen.’

‘Ever shipped out-system freight before?’ Elmi-Mahmoud muttered.

‘What was that?’ the man demanded, itching for a fight.

Storkel spread his hands. ‘We’re here now, and we’ll have your cargo aboard in an hour.’

‘Then get your clearance and get out of here!’ the man said. ‘I have customers waiting, and you lazy skinnies are eating my profits.’

When they walked to their ship, Elmi-Mahmoud said, ‘He’s smuggling something.’

Storkel nodded. ‘Way too tightly wound.’

‘Check here or in space?’ she asked.

‘Space,’ he said. Inwardly, he was surprised and disappointed that Levers had gone. He did a system-wide search for the man, and refined his searches as the ship climbed into orbit; Levers had definitely been there, and then he’d vanished.

He’d not left on another freighter. And he wasn’t in a hotel.

Storkel shook his head and let the heavy acceleration put him to sleep.

Elmi-Mahmoud was planning to unpack the whole cargo bay, one cargo container at a time.

‘Nah,’ Storkel said. ‘I watched the small cargo folks on Athens do this.’ He ran a comparison of lading weights according to customs and the actual weights coming on board. Weight and mass were everything in out-system shipping; mass had to be exact for making orbit, for calculating fuel cost, and for insertions.

When the numbers revealed no obvious discrepancy, he opened one container, weighed one phosphor bronze ingot, and multiplied up to the container’s capacity. His conclusion matched that of his initial comparison: seventeen containers had nearly identical masses, and three didn’t. He opened those three and found three big lead containers full of fissionables. One was plutonium. Two were uranium.

‘We have to report this,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

‘Yep,’ Storkel said. ‘So much for a fast passage.’

‘We’d save time if we reported it at Dar,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said, but her heart wasn’t in it.

He nodded. ‘Sure, but that would put the cops at least eight weeks behind in catching some bad people. They’re nukes, Cawo.’

‘I was just whining out loud,’ she said. ‘I know.’

They sent a message to system control, and three days later they were boarded by the same Marines who’d come aboard the first time.

The NCO was much more polite. ‘Never figured you for honest folk,’ he said. ‘This stuff is fucked. Bomb material. Serious shit.’ He looked at the two of them with a mixture of respect and scepticism. ‘Care to explain how you found it?’

‘The cargo forwarder was an arsehat.’ Storkel shrugged. ‘It was easy to see that he was wound up. We both thought he was odd. Very angry that we were a few weeks late. In the shipping business.’

The Marine NCO, whose name tag read ‘Tak’, nodded. ‘So you searched your cargo?’

‘Took me five minutes,’ Storkel said, proudly. He ran Tak through his process.

The Marine shook his head. ‘Well, that’s neat,’ he said. ‘Gotta tell my lieutenant about that trick. OK, now, here’s the part you won’t like. I’m going to ship a Marine with you, and she’s goin’ to make the final delivery, maybe with some friends. That’s up to her, but she’s shipping with you.’

Storkel wanted to laugh aloud, or ask why Elmi-Mahmoud couldn’t handle the same mission, but instead he said, ‘Got an astrogator for me?’

The Marine NCO shook his head.

Ensign Marjory Kemp was not an astrogator or a flight engineer, but she was a competent bridge watch-stander. He suspected her real job was some sort of black box cryptography, but she was cheerful, and very small, and she would fit right in on Dar since it was her home. She was on her first DHC tour, and she’d drawn local duty.

‘I wanted to be out there, you know?’ she said, and she was clearly close to hero worship for any veteran of the Non-War. She was also a dead shot and a good gamer, and the three of them had a fine time all the way into Dar’s parking orbit.

‘Now witchcraft celebrates,’ she said.

Elmi-Mahmoud looked puzzled. ‘Is that a code phrase?’

‘Shakespeare,’ Kemp said. ‘What I mean is, now things get complicated.’
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They landed the ship at the cargo transfer terminal that the client had requested, and in minutes Storkel and Elmi-Mahmoud were surrounded by DHC security personnel and bundled off in an electric bus with heavily tinted windows.

‘For your own security,’ Ensign Kemp said.

‘It’s my ship!’ Storkel protested.

‘Are you familiar with DHC regulations, sir?’ Kemp asked. Her sweetness had a hint of iron to it.

He capitulated, which is how they found themselves in the same hotel where he’d met Ms Ndawe after a thorough debriefing, and after both of them had signed detailed non-disclosure agreements.

Storkel left a message for Ndawe and went to the coffee shop, where he downloaded several new holodramas and some narrative games, noted with amazement that the ship’s bank account had been credited for the delivery of the phosphor bronze, and also noted that he had a small mountain of digital paperwork waiting for him. He did it while drinking excellent coffee; then he updated several licences and did other dull but vital tasks. There were no veteran astrogators looking for work. He transferred qualification checklists on Elmi-Mahmoud; given the long flights on all four legs of their work, she’d completed over half of the items required for her master’s ticket.

The next day, Ensign Kemp arrived and met with both of them in a private room. ‘Techweld, your customer, came to pick up their cargo,’ she said. ‘We’re investigating, but it looks like the terrorists smelled a rat. Techweld is clean.’

‘So, no big bust.’ Elmi-Mahmoud sounded smug.

‘Not this time.’ The young officer seemed resigned. ‘This happens far too frequently. Anyway, your ship is yours again. I did all your customs clearance paperwork and you two have medical clearance from our people, so you can leave any time.’ She paused. ‘Mr Storkel, I saw your queries about Mr Levers. May I ask what the nature of your interest was?’

Storkel sighed. ‘I was going to hire him as a flight engineer. He was a spacer with me—’

‘He’s dead,’ Kemp said, her voice flat. ‘His body was found when we hit a location associated with the loading of this vessel. Back at Milano.’ She shrugged. ‘I thought you should know, since you were looking for him.’

‘We were shipmates,’ Storkel said.

When she was gone, Storkel made a face. ‘It’s almost as if someone was trying to plant those fissionables on us,’ he said. ‘And went after Levers … Fuck, why? Because he was associated with us?’

‘You thinking of those two jackasses from New Texas?’

‘Exactly.’

‘That’s a hell of a lot of effort …?’

Storkel shrugged. ‘Lot of people seem to hate the DHC,’ he said. ‘Especially on Milano.’

Elmi-Mahmoud shrugged. ‘It’s hard to love a stellar empire masquerading as a set of trade regulations,’ she said.

‘The DHC ensures labour regulations, fair wages—’

She held up a hand. ‘Save it for someone who doesn’t agree. I’m SUA all the way, and SUA is DHC. We’re a little more socialist—’

‘In a gold-rich economy—’

‘Ooh, now who’s all entitled?’

He laughed, raised his glass, and changed the subject. But he was still thinking about Levers: his smart-arse remarks, his cheerful good humour. He was the very model of a DHC spacer.

And someone had murdered him.

The next morning he had a note from Clarissa Ndawe on his tab, and he arranged with Elmi-Mahmoud to meet her for lunch in the hotel’s very elegant retro restaurant, with checked linen tablecloths and glassware based on Age of Chaos designs.

‘Ms Ndawe, this is Ms Elmi-Mahmoud, my first mate.’

Ndawe smiled. ‘Let’s all get comfortable,’ she said. As they ate some very good dirtside food, mostly based on noodles and heavy sauces, Ndawe amused them with tales of her nieces and nephews, all of whom were, apparently, very successful.

Coffee arrived, in very small cups. ‘Turkish?’ Storkel asked, delighted.

Ndawe smiled. ‘If you must. I suspect my father would have insisted that it’s Arabian.’

Elmi-Mahmoud laughed in sheer delight. ‘As would mine,’ she said. The two women grinned at each other.

Ndawe favoured them with her dazzling smile. ‘Now, Captain Storkel, are you prepared to take a cargo as far as Sahel?’

Sahel was ten insertions away. That could be a six-month journey. ‘For a price,’ he said.

She nodded dismissively. ‘Of course, for a price, Captain. It’s a complicated cargo: biologicals. Flowering shrubs, as well as some proprietary genetic codes and the tools and techniques to unpack them. We’ll pack the live biologicals very carefully; you will have to install monitoring equipment and a nutrient delivery system.’ She paused. ‘My cousin Alistair can do that for us.’

Storkel looked at Elmi-Mahmoud. ‘Aren’t there specialist cargo-carriers for biologicals?’ he asked.

Ndawe shook her head. ‘Not in this system. And I want them delivered fast – as fast as you can drive your ship. They’re for Mombasa Orbital – you’ve heard of it?’

‘I’ve been there,’ Storkel replied, remembering the orbital and what followed. He was watching Ndawe and Elmi-Mahmoud. His paranoia told him they already knew each other, and this was all a charade. He was getting used to ignoring his paranoia, though, and the coffee was delicious and the older woman was a force of nature.

‘The shrubs, the seeds and the genetic coding together are very valuable,’ Ndawe said.

‘Sure …’ Storkel knew that some plants were valuable, but it seemed very odd indeed to ship anything living across nine star systems. ‘Don’t they grow everything they want on Madagascar?’

Ndawe’s look became predatory. ‘Not these. These are very rare.’ She waved a hand and showed them pictures on her tab.

‘It’s a rose?’ Elmi-Mahmoud asked.

‘It’s a camellia,’ Ndawe said. Her tone was light. ‘Like tea plants, only these are ornamental. There was a time when the whole species was reduced to just two plants, before my family made a speciality of them, as well as other biological miracles.’ She leaned forward. ‘Mombasa Orbital wishes to have the best and rarest of everything, and we will help them achieve this, for a suitably large reward.’

‘Rose bushes,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said flatly.

‘Fifty thousand ducats on delivery,’ Ndawe said. ‘With a bonus for speed.’

‘You pay for the fuel and the upgrades and modifications to our cargo compartment,’ Storkel said. ‘Twenty thousand up front and fifty on delivery.’

Ndawe nodded. ‘You are learning to negotiate, Captain.’

‘Even better if you find us an astrogator.’ Storkel said.

‘Maybe one of your nephews?’ Elmi-Mahmoud said, but she said it quietly.

‘It’s not really that much money,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

‘We can push the ship really hard,’ Storkel said. ‘It’ll be fun.’

‘Eking a few more gs out of the engines isn’t worth squat if we lose time through poor astrogation,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘And the plants have an acceleration maximum, anyway.’

‘You have that right,’ Storkel agreed. ‘But after we hit Nouveau Montreal we’re in the biggest shipping lanes in the galaxy. I purchased an upgrade to the automated system.’

‘Why can’t we find an astrogator?’ she asked plaintively.

‘Because the Non-War has opened up forty new systems for exploration and exploitation. Because after two years of war and restricted trade, everyone and their brother and sister and dog has cargoes to move. We’re late to the party.’

‘There’s got to be somebody,’ Elmi-Mahmoud muttered.

‘Maybe at Nouveau Montreal. It’s a big port with a huge orbital—’

Elmi-Mahmoud held up her hands in surrender. ‘OK, OK. We’ll try with the sub-AI. But you’re the gardener, not me. I don’t want to kill the shrubs.’

‘Landscaping,’ Storkel said. ‘Not exactly gardening.’ He’d cut lawns and tended roses while he was in school on Old Terra. ‘But I can handle the camellias. I hope.’

Unlike the exotic wood, the camellias were loaded by human beings wearing biohazard suits, which Ndawe insisted was to protect the bushes, not the people. The main cargo hold had been retrofitted with racks and watering systems inside a waterproof over-pressured container that was fitted to the hold and had an ‘airlock’ entry. The techs assured Storkel that the new liner would decontaminate easily. It was huge: almost forty by twenty by twenty metres.

‘Really, I’m just adding value to your ship,’ Ndawe sniffed.

The plants were placed in protective boxes that slotted into an acceleration frame. He had installed a software routine which would limit ship manoeuvres to what the plants could survive. He also noted, as an engineer, that the refit to his cargo hold was ridiculously robust and overbuilt for a bunch of plants. On the other hand, he could now specialise in biologicals. He downloaded a dozen instructional vids on horticulture and moved on through a long checklist.

As an added positive development, the hold smelled beautiful. A few of the camellias were flowering: huge, heavy red flowers that were almost sinfully beautiful to look at. Storkel put in a table and two chairs. ‘Not often we ship a garden,’ he said.

He paid serious money to send a message ahead to Nouveau Montreal by the message service; ships with big engines, heavy drive vanes, and no cargo beyond digital information that made the fastest transits. The message would beat them to Nouveau Montreal by a week at least. It was their best shot at procuring an astrogator. Storkel added a work order for a flight engineer.

They took off at a minimum acceleration and flew an atmospheric lift while they could use the atmosphere, and then accelerated away into orbit to rendezvous with the station, where they picked up another expensive fuel load. The astrogation program found them an insertion point for Stein 865, the next hop en route to Nouveau Montreal. Storkel marked it, looked at various flight plans, and then fed his course into the system.

‘Two hundred and ninety-one hours,’ he said. ‘Three-g boost to turnaround, three-g deceleration into insertion.’

Elmi-Mahmoud nodded. ‘Sounds good to me. The roses can take three-g?’

‘The AG will smother most of it,’ he said.

‘I’m already bored,’ she said. He made her fly most of the trip, building her hours towards her eventual qualification. She sighed a great deal, but the automated digital tracker on her performance ticked forward towards her master’s licence.

Insertion for Stein 865 was uneventful. They exchanged IFF codes and goodwill messages with a couple of freighters near the insertion point, and they tagged the system buoy on schedule. Stein 865 didn’t even have a rock to stand on, as Elmi-Mahmoud put it; it was a red dwarf with some comets and not much else. It was sufficiently empty to be the target of scientific curiosity about system formation, and there was a tiny platform that orbited the red dwarf well out, with a few human scientists. They played games with those five scientists as they transited the system, had group calls, and accepted digital messages to be sent on to friends and family.

The sub-AI had done its job well for once; they only needed fourteen days to transit to their insertion point for Nouveau Montreal. The two of them now had a routine, and when their watches crossed over, they often met in the ‘garden’ to play poker with real, old-fashioned plastic cards.

‘Do we get a day at Nouveau Montreal?’ Elmi-Mahmoud asked.

‘Only if there’s an astrogator or a flight engineer waiting on station,’ he said.

‘I’ll pray,’ she said.

He didn’t like her expression. ‘Is the day important to you?’ he asked.

She flinched. ‘Maybe.’

‘Look, if the sub-AI puts us in close enough to the orbital, we’ll spend a day. See the bright lights.’

‘OK,’ she said.

He sat back in his plastic chair. ‘Do you need to leave?’ he asked.

She shrugged. ‘I expected this to be … more interesting.’

He took a deep breath. He’d become accustomed to her, and he realised he’d be very alone if she left. ‘I hadn’t realised how dull it would be,’ he admitted. ‘It’s different with eight thousand mates aboard.’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘Look, I like you, and so far we’ve not punched each other. What if we change tack? After Sahel, let’s take shorter hops to new places? At least have a tour of the DHC?’

She sighed. ‘Can we just take this a couple of hops at a time? I’ve never been great with insertion drugs. I may just be having a depressive reaction.’

Storkel heard the airlock hiss as she headed for the bridge, and thought, Or you need to meet your contact on Nouveau Montreal.

Or you don’t want to go to Sahel because you were never in the SUA Marines.

Why am I so paranoid?

Nouveau Montreal’s system was a piloting nightmare from the moment they reached real space; the traffic beacons were overwhelmed and the collision alarms sounded twice in the first twenty thousand kilometres of transit.

The astrogation program had landed them deep in the system, and thus they were moving dangerously fast; there seemed to be a direct relationship between entering acceleration and how deep a ship went into the gravity well, but it was imperfectly understood.

‘Well,’ Storkel said through sticky lips after an awful ninety seconds of maths, ‘we’re not going Dutchman. But that was too close.’

He spent an hour with the sub-AI working on the best deceleration plan, given their fuel and the alignment of the inner system planets.

‘Thor?’ Elmi-Mahmoud asked. They were both on the bridge; it took two of them to evade the oncoming space traffic while plotting a new course.

Storkel was trying to keep a lot of figures in his head. Ever since taking his own ship, he’d done a lot of the maths himself. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust the sub-AI; it was more that he enjoyed doing the maths, and he’d found that the sub-AI tended to rely on easy fuel solutions that only required easy piloting. ‘What?’ he barked.

‘You probably want to see this, is all,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

She shot him a message, and he read it off his VR screen and sputtered.

She chuckled.

‘Jonathan Wesley Badal-Mehra, astrogator. Here’s his CV: DHC for eighteen years, two years on board DHC MASS Dubai, most of it on mid-sized freighters.’ She tabbed the full sheet.

‘What’s this guy doing available?’ Storkel asked.

‘Let’s ask him,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

Storkel began plotting a much more complicated course to match orbits with Nouveau Montreal’s Sainte-Hélène’s Orbital. Elmi-Mahmoud was going to get her wish. And he was going to get fuel at the station.

They had a first interview via laser transmission, because in order to bleed off so much velocity they had to bounce around the inner system a bit using larger gravity wells to make turns, which in turn saved fuel, all of which was complicated by their delicate cargo. The resulting course, which Elmi-Mahmoud described as a spider’s web, meant they passed close enough to the orbital to have a real-time communication with less than a second of lag, some days before they could actually match orbits.

Badal-Mehra was a man in need of a rejuv, with greying hair and sideburns. He was dignified, a little cautious, and reticent about his last berth, but after a few minutes of verbal fencing, he sat back, looked away from the camera, and said, ‘I didn’t get along with the captain.’

‘Happens,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. Was that humour?

Storkel didn’t like the older man. He couldn’t put his finger on why; but something seemed wrong. He tabbed let me do this to Elmi-Mahmoud and then asked, ‘Can you tell me why you didn’t get along?’

‘It is never good practice to speak ill of a shipmate,’ Badal-Mehra said.

‘But?’ Storkel asked.

Badal-Mehra shook his head. ‘That’s all I choose to say. I understand if you don’t want me; I’m old. I should be seeking rejuv.’

‘But you haven’t,’ Storkel said.

‘That’s my problem, not yours,’ snapped the older man. ‘I am perfectly capable of plotting insertions and piloting a good ship.’

Elmi-Mahmoud shot him a tab message. How old is he really? Maybe out of rejuvs?

‘How old are you, really?’ Storkel asked.

There was a pause. ‘I’m within the legal limits for employment aboard a DHC-registered ship,’ Badal-Mehra said.

‘Over one hundred?’ Storkel asked.

‘One hundred thirty-one,’ the man said, crestfallen. ‘Look, Skipper; I’m a spacer. I need a ship. I can do the job.’

Elmi-Mahmoud said, ‘Show us your medical file.’

Good call, Storkel tabbed.

Just before they left the communications window, Badal-Mehra sent his medical file.

‘He’s in good shape,’ Storkel said.

‘He’s on several medications; this looks like a cancer treatment—’

‘Yeah, in remission.’ They looked at each other across the poker table, surrounded by the smell of exotic flowers.

Elmi-Mahmoud shrugged. ‘Look, if he can get us to Sahel on time and on budget …’

Storkel leaned back. ‘We’re in the main shipping lanes now. We add him, we cut our shares by a third.’

Elmi-Mahmoud shook her head. ‘I find it amazing how I can be bored and scared at the same time. We’re in the main lane, and that sub-AI almost put us over the red line, didn’t it?’

The red line was the point at which a ship didn’t have the fuel to slow down from an insertion, somewhere around 0.4 c, depending on how much fuel any given ship carried. The massive greatships allowed for a much greater margin of error. A ship as small as the Silver Star was always in danger.

Storkel nodded. ‘I hear you. OK, let’s give him a short-term contract and hope he gets us to Sahel.’

Badal-Mehra met them at the airlock after docking and medical. He was a short, stocky man, and his nondescript station flightsuit looked as dusty and old as its owner.

Storkel had his reservations about the man, but there was no point of dwelling on them now that he’d signed a contract, so he shook the man’s hand and took him to his cabin, Stateroom 5 on the berthing level.

‘Just the three of us?’ Badal-Mehra asked.

‘We’re looking for a flight engineer,’ Storkel said. ‘We don’t really need more.’

Badal-Mehra looked at the passageway outside his stateroom. He didn’t say anything, but the question was obvious.

‘The ship was built as a privateer,’ Storkel admitted. ‘Big crew, so they could take prizes. When I’ve made some money, I’ll either reconfigure some of this space for cargo or consider taking passengers.’

Badal-Mehra smiled. ‘Well,’ he said. ‘I haven’t had this much space since I was on a greatship. Hadn’t expected so much.’

He had one big duffel bag and one long, narrow case.

‘Swordsman?’ Storkel asked.

Badal-Mehra nodded. ‘My hobby. My passion, if you like.’ After a pause he said, ‘Most people don’t recognise that as a sword bag.’

Storkel nodded. ‘I had a pal on Athens who was a sword nutter.’

Badal-Mehra’s eyes lit up. ‘You were on the Athens!’ he said. ‘Oh, my. I’d have given my right hand …’ he paused. ‘No, that is foolishness. Some gave more. I mean no disrespect.’

‘None taken,’ Storkel said. He left the other man to settle into his cabin.

‘Well?’ Elmi-Mahmoud asked. She came onto the bridge behind him, and he was still reading the station regulations.

‘I might come to like him,’ Storkel admitted. He turned and stared at Elmi-Mahmoud, who was wearing a long duster coat over a beautiful sari. With make-up. And jewellery.

Make-up was a recent fad on New London: a retro ‘Age of Chaos’ look on men and women. And it turned out that not all of Elmi-Mahmoud’s tattoos covered enhanced scars.

Elmi-Mahmoud’s appearance shocked him. It wasn’t the make-up per se; it was the persona.

She smiled. ‘Surprise,’ she said. ‘I’m a woman.’

He managed a laugh. ‘I guess,’ he drawled, and they both laughed. ‘Do you really need to dress up like that to meet your handler?’

That wiped the smile off her face. ‘I hate it when you say that stuff,’ she said.

He shrugged. ‘OK. We’ll have our fuel load on in seventeen hours.’

‘Aren’t you going ashore?’ she asked.

‘Maybe. After our astrogator is comfortable.’

She shrugged, waited for him to say more, and then waved. ‘OK. See you.’

‘You are coming back?’ he asked suddenly.

‘What makes you ask that?’ She shook her head, and ducked out to the lift.

After the main airlock cycled, he got up and took the lift all the way down to the engineering deck. He checked his radiation levels and then opened the carefully dogged hatch to the reactor, and said the password that opened the radiation shielding he’d bolted over the gun rack.

Elmi-Mahmoud’s pistol was gone.

He sighed.

He stood considering the extensive selection of weapons for perhaps ninety seconds, and then, without taking any of them, he closed the cabinet, locked the reactor, and returned to the command deck.

‘Mr Badal-Mehra,’ he said to the intercom.

‘Yes, sir?’ Storkel smiled, as Elmi-Mahmoud never called him ‘sir’.

‘Can you come to the bridge and stand an in-port watch, please?’ he asked.

‘Of course, sir.’

In five minutes, shaved and looking much … cleaner? More professional? – Badal-Mehra was on the bridge in another ancient flightsuit.

‘I need to go ashore,’ Storkel said bluntly. ‘I can automate everything, but then you either have to go ashore with me, or be locked in your cabin. Or I can authorise you as an in-port watch-stander and let you have the ship.’

Badal-Mehra raised an eyebrow. ‘I can handle it,’ he said. His expression suggested that the man felt he could handle a great deal more.

Storkel nodded.

‘May I ask two questions, sir?’ Badal-Mehra asked.

‘Shoot,’ Storkel said.

‘May I have an advance on my pay?’ the older man asked. ‘I’ve pawned my helmet and body armour, and some other items.’

Storkel nodded. ‘Of course. Will a thousand do?’

Badal-Mehra smiled, though his eyes looked tired. ‘Goodness, sir, you are too kind.’

Storkel shrugged. ‘If you stay with us to Sahel, you’ll have ten thousand coming to you. What else?’

‘I’ll need an hour or so ashore before we break away, if possible.’ He looked rueful. ‘I know you want to get ashore.’

‘I can give you a couple of hours when I return,’ Storkel said. ‘And please call me Skipper, or Storkel. Thor, when we’re not on the bridge.’

Badal-Mehra nodded slowly. ‘I prefer Wes,’ he said.

Storkel met the other man’s slow smile.

I might end up liking him after all.

Storkel left his ship via the engineering umbilicals. It wasn’t illegal, but it wasn’t usual, either, as it required the crew member to crawl down a plastic tunnel that was almost unheated.

Storkel went ashore in a flightsuit he kept for working with the cargo; old and mud-coloured and liberally striped with various types of sludge. He wore a toolbelt and a hard hat with an O2 mask strapped to the top, and a cylinder of air strapped to his hip. When he merged with the station-side crowd, he looked exactly like every other technician moving along the docks which ringed the giant station. His own was numbered 49 in enormous Arabic numbers; the advantage of coming out of the engineering hatch was that he emerged into the pedestrian and electric cart traffic at the border with docking bay 50, just in case anyone was watching his ship.

He brought up a subroutine on his tab. He’d installed a locator chip on Elmi-Mahmoud’s handgun, and now he headed for it. She was deep in the station, several levels below him and a third of the way around the ring in the low-rent, low-gravity area. His tab placed her in a pub called Go Fish. It had a low consumer rating and several reviews suggesting that gambling and prostitution went on openly.

Storkel took the train around the outside of the ring. It was a pleasant trip; the small electric train was set into the inside wall of the outer rim that formed the great curving hall that was the dockside, allowing a passenger to see the whole as they travelled around the ring. Sainte-Hélène Orbital had hundreds of docking stations and several parking orbits; one of the largest orbitals in the DHC, the outer wall had intermittent xenoglas panels that allowed him to see out into space. This portion of the station’s rim was currently facing the planet, which was half in sun and half out, a magnificent sight, and the hull of a big DHC heavy freighter extended out a kilometre from the station, adding to the sense of perspective.

Almost half of the dockside space was empty; Storkel remembered what Elmi-Mahmoud had said. Everyone had headed into space; and docking here was very pricey.

He wasn’t sure what he was doing. Was he checking up on his first mate? She had every reason to be allowed off the Silver Star, and what she did was none of his business. Drugs? Sex? Dancing? Gambling? Not his business.

But she’d taken the gun.

It was possible she was going somewhere rough and wanted the gun …

But carrying a slug-thrower on a station was a felony. A big felony: imprisonment, loss of political rights, loss of things like spaceflight licences. Space stations were full of delicate things on which many people depended, things that could be damaged by a single slug-thrower bullet, and the laws to protect them were draconian.

She was a damned smart woman. So the gun was necessary to her task, as were the outfit and the make-up.

So why the hell was he following her? He didn’t have a gun. Though he did, in fact, have one of the extendable batons they’d taken off the two men on Dar.

I’m the stupid one. She’s a professional operative. I’m a good pilot. I should go back to the ship and get to know my astrogator.

I swore never to kill anyone again, and here I am with a baton on my hip.

He didn’t go back. He watched the docks go by, imagined life on the big freighters, and winced at the thought of what he was paying for twenty-four hours at 49.

At dock 144, he detrained and took a lift down three levels. It wasn’t quite free fall here, but he was lighter, and most of the station-wise moved with hands and feet along the corridors, as if they were arboreal apes.

The neighbourhood wasn’t as seedy as he’d feared. There were rows of tube-hotels, interspersed with food stalls, chain outlets and a few bars. The street was a corridor with two levels of shops or stalls; the gravity was low enough that a pedestrian could easily swing up to the upper sidewalk, which was set back slightly. There were plants everywhere; it was a little like crawling through a forested tunnel, but the feeling was cosy, not claustrophobic. Strings of lights illuminated the trees and hanging plants, and it smelled good – curry and pine needles and umami smells from cookshops.

Storkel found a coffee shop whose tables had, against all regulations, spread out into the corridor. He picked one which let him see up into the Go Fish, which had, as he could now see, an enormous aquarium as its front window, peeking though a massive bougainvillea.

The gun, and thus, its owner, were still inside. Or so he hoped.

He had an espresso. It was good; even at station prices, he liked it, and he had a second. Two espressos did nothing to calm his fluttering pulse.

What am I doing here?

After another ten minutes, he thought, No guts, no glory.

He paid for his coffee. ‘That bar any good?’ he asked his human server.

The young ’gyne shrugged. ‘It’s OK, I think,’ they said. ‘I like the fish.’ The ’gyne had a heavy French accent that made even the word ‘fish’ sound exotic.

‘Good beer?’ he asked.

The ’gyne shrugged. ‘Per’aps?’ they asked the universe.

Storkel jumped to grab a handhold and swung up onto the upper concourse. Here, too, the tables overflowed onto the walk, and he almost fell over one.

The aquarium he’d seen from below was the only wall; they were on a station, where a screen or a beaded curtain was as good as any wall. Stationers made their own privacy; it was something that distinguished them from the dirtsiders, who needed space. Storkel had been in space since he was fifteen, and he still didn’t have a stationer’s idea of privacy.

From here, he could see into most of the pub. There was a tapestry curtain at the back. There was a traditional bar, where several men and a woman, all attired in elegant silk, sat drinking water. One of the men, and the woman, wore make-up.

Sex workers. Storkel was a veteran of plenty of orbitals. He smiled, and all four smiled back. He’d just made a plan, and it gave him a tiny modicum of comfort. He walked to the bar, and tabbed his order for a tall, dark beer.

‘Just dock?’ said the handsomer, dark-haired man. He had a superb physique, the kind of body achievable only with very hard work. Storkel knew a little about fitness; the man had to work like a machine to get that fit in low gravity.

Storkel exchanged a hand clasp. ‘I’m Thor,’ he said.

‘Lani,’ the man said.

‘Buy you folks a beer?’

Lani smiled. ‘I could have a beer,’ he said. ‘If I work it off.’

The woman was almost as fit: small, pale, with tattoos on her tattoos. ‘I’d love a beer, if that includes me.’ She leaned forward. ‘Thina.’

Storkel collected their orders and bought for all of them.

‘Slow day?’ he asked.

‘Not much in port,’ Lani said. ‘And it takes the girls and boys a day or two to find us.’

There was a sudden sound of raised voices, quickly hushed, from the space behind the tapestry.

‘Is there another room?’ Storkel asked. He didn’t quite leer, but his intentions were plain.

‘Private,’ Lani said. He had an earring shaped like a ship.

‘You were DHC?’ Storkel asked.

Lani smiled. ‘Two cruises, Orion and Terra’s Pride.’ He shrugged. ‘I’m not sorry I went out, but it’s not for me.’

‘You two want to be alone?’ asked another one of the men. He said it with a smile.

Storkel raised his beer bulb in an impromptu toast. ‘I’m still in the drinking phase,’ he said.

Thina laughed. It was a little forced. Storkel wondered what it was like to sit and have to be pleasant to people all day. And have sex with some of them. Spacers were clean; that was probably good. But sex? With strangers?

He sighed inwardly.

One voice, shouting. ‘Absolutely not! Back the fuck off, doople!’

All of them turned. Storkel was positive that had been Elmi-Mahmoud’s voice. Had she hoped to pass as a sex worker? Her clothing was more elaborate than that of the four people before him.

Storkel stood up, eyes narrowing. ‘Someone’s in trouble,’ he said.

Lani smiled, and suddenly produced a small handgun. ‘Just a misunderstanding,’ he said firmly.

Thina reacted as if she’d been slapped. ‘What in glory?’ she squeaked, and in her haste, fell backwards off her stool. In low gravity, her fall was dramatic, but not as hard as it would have been at a full g.

Storkel felt more like he was watching a movie than taking part, but as Thina fell over and screamed, Lani’s head turned, distracted. The pistol moved to cover Thani. The other two men were backing away.

‘Don’t fucking move!’ Elmi-Mahmoud spat in the next room.

Storkel surprised himself when he thumbed the catch on the baton and slammed it onto Lani’s gun hand. He was surprised because it felt as if he was watching, but he’d had the same feeling when flying a torpedo mission. Distant, but present.

Lani’s surprise was complete. He dropped the firearm and screamed, his broken wrist bright red. ‘You bastard,’ he spat, and his other fist came around and connected with Storkel’s …

‘Ah! We’re going to be joined by your friend,’ said a voice in Anglatin with a strong Francophone accent. ‘Monsieur Storkel? Very delighted to make your acquaintance.’

The old-fashioned diction and mix of Old French with Anglatin rolled around Storkel’s waking brain for several seconds before he understood why the voice sounded familiar. He knew before his eyelids fluttered open that he was in the presence of Nouveau Montreal’s AI, Montcalm, who had something of the sound of Morosini on the distant Athens, and, in dense holography, wore much the same sort of elaborate yet tight-fitting garments of a long-gone age, as well as a white wig very different from Morosini’s enormous profusion of dark hair.

‘Montcalm,’ he croaked.

‘Exactly,’ the dapper man said. ‘A very satisfying exercise,’ he went on.

‘He means your brain surgery,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

‘There was absolutely nothing wrong with the subject brain,’ the AI said pettishly. ‘Beyond a routine concussion. But the front of his face had received severe cosmetic damage that would have limited breathing—’

‘And made babies scream,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘Jesus and Mohammed, Storkel! What possessed you?’

Storkel was struggling to remember exactly how he’d come to be in this medical clamshell. After an effort, he managed, ‘He had a gun.’

‘He most certainly did,’ Montcalm said. ‘Which you revealed, which forced me to take action.’

Storkel almost blurted out something about Elmi-Mahmoud also having a gun, but something about her presence and posture suggested that she was not under arrest or facing the loss of her citizenship privileges.

‘He wouldn’t have pulled a gun if you hadn’t been there.’ Elmi-Mahmoud sounded very angry indeed.

‘I will insist that you speak calmly to my patient,’ Montcalm said. ‘Also, you were in over your head, Cawo. Please acknowledge this.’

Elmi-Mahmoud was on a first-name basis with one of the DHC’s legendary AIs. That fitted with everything he already suspected.

‘It was going to be fine.’ She sounded like an annoyed adolescent.

‘Your contact had been ordered to capture you or kill you,’ Montcalm said. ‘You had successfully evaded my surveillance in pursuit of your objective. Please, ma chérie, explain how it was going to be fine.’

Elmi-Mahmoud’s eyes narrowed. Then she relented. ‘I thought he was behaving erratically,’ she said.

‘Our adversaries have a new programme. They offer large rewards for spies – our spies. They offer redemption and freedom, if the spies kill their DHC handlers. Your contact had already been turned.’

‘You’re spilling all this in front of Storkel,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

‘I kinda already know,’ Storkel grumbled.

‘Captain Storkel took the remarkably astute step of placing a chip in your weapon, Cawo. Using it, he tracked you more effectively than I could.’ Montcalm’s smile was ice-cold. ‘Your cover will not be damaged by including Captain Storkel in your deceptions, especially not as our adversaries must, by now, know your current identity.’

Elmi-Mahmoud shook her head. ‘Damn,’ she said, quietly.

‘I think you will have to vanish for a little,’ Montcalm said. He rose, his holographic image dusting his holographic breeches. ‘I’ll arrange for your current persona to have died in the firefight at Go Fish. By the time you reach Sahel, we’ll have a new cover for you.’

Storkel would have liked to hear more, but a wave of something dark swept over him, and he was gone.

He woke in the clamshell to find a trio of human med techs gathered around him, and Elmi-Mahmoud waiting with his clothes. They administered a few tests, but the automated systems in the clamshell did most of the work and provided all the data necessary, and he was released to walk up into the gravity of the outer ring.

‘Montcalm gave us two days without port fees,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. She was subdued. Storkel couldn’t think of a better word, but then, thinking wasn’t his strongest skill all of a sudden. He felt as if his brain had been packed in cotton fibre.

‘Very kind,’ Storkel mumbled. They boarded the circular train and got off at the Bay 50 station, and in a few minutes, Storkel was in his own acceleration couch.

He slept well and woke feeling fit and ready for anything. He rolled out of his stateroom acceleration couch to find that his whole stateroom had been cleaned.

He went to the bridge to find Elmi-Mahmoud in the command couch.

‘I let Badal-Mehra go ashore,’ she said.

‘Excellent,’ he said. ‘I have a few errands myself. But let’s inform System Control that we’d like to boost at sixteen hundred local.’

‘Roger that,’ she said. ‘Badal-Mehra has already plotted a course and an insertion. It’s in the sub-AI.’ She made a face. ‘I had to do an override to enter it.’

Storkel sat at one of the bridge stations and went to the computer log; he ran back several hundred processes to Elmi-Mahmoud’s override. ‘Yeah, that’s whack,’ he said. ‘Not the first time, either. Getting here, it kept giving me soft solutions on course and fuel consumption, instead of exact figures. It must be some settings left over from the prior owners.’

She winced. ‘That’s not good,’ she said.

He was looking at lines of code. ‘Fascinating,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘The usage in the picoseconds after you pushed the override.’ He shrugged. ‘And a few other things. Probably nothing. But it’s interesting. OK, I’m going ashore for some goodies.’ He paused. He set his face in what any Flight Six officer on board DHC MASS Athens would have recognised as Dick Truekner’s command face, and turned to Elmi-Mahmoud.

‘I understand that you are probably not allowed to describe your actions or explain them,’ he said coldly. ‘For my part, as skipper, I need to know what my crew is up to, within limits. Can we still work together?’

She flipped back the VR headset she’d been wearing and sat up out of the acceleration couch. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry. I was doing my other job, and I didn’t expect it to impact the ship.’ She sighed. ‘I don’t know how the hell they got on to me …’

‘Doesn’t matter now,’ Storkel said. He held out a hand. ‘Still good?’

She rose and shook his hand. ‘Still good,’ she said.

He went out onto the dockside. He’d used his tab to organise his errands, and he knew where he was going and what he was buying, although recent developments tempted him into an electronics hardware supplier, where he spent too much money on some fairly arcane technology and a powerful, non-AI, computer. But that sort of thing raised his spirits, and afterwards he bought some luxury foods, including cheese, forty cases of red wine from Nouveau Montreal’s superb planet-side vineyards, and a number of basic foodstuffs required for the upgrade to the ship’s galley programs, four new embroidered flightsuits for each of the three of them, and – in a moment of impulse, recommended by Montcalm directly to his tab – a cat. The cat was very expensive – live pets always were, in space. Everyone wanted them, and space-adapted animals were at a premium. This particular cat was full-grown, and sat in a shop window looking dissatisfied. It was that air of expectant boredom that drew him into the shop, and caused him to pay almost five hundred ducats for a large male cat who did not answer at all to his supposed given name of Peanut.

‘Cheaper than a flight engineer, anyway,’ he said. And Montcalm had recommended the cat as part of his rehab, along with a list of other ‘suggestions’ about PTSD counselling.

Back aboard, he found Badal-Mehra on the bridge, sober and dignified, with Elmi-Mahmoud. They were playing chess.

At the sight of the cat, they both went into paroxysms of joy. Elmi-Mahmoud became almost a different person, cooing and telling the cat how beautiful he was, which the cat accepted with aplomb.

Badal-Mehra was scarcely less enthusiastic. ‘Such a fine cat,’ he said, more than six times, patting the animal repeatedly. ‘Such soft fur!’

Storkel had had time to think about some things, including his own command style, his relations with Elmi-Mahmoud, and the future. Somehow, the cat had changed his mind about something.

‘I would like us to use first names,’ he said. ‘This ain’t the DHC MASS. We’re a small ship and we’ll be in tight quarters all the way to Sahel. It’s my intention to go fast – as fast as Wes here can drive us.’

Badal-Mehra – Wes – smiled. ‘If you want, we can probably go all the way without another station-side. A couple of fuel scoops at gas giants …’

‘Suits me,’ Elmi-Mahmoud – Cawo – said. ‘But this cat needs a name, too. Peanut is not his name. I can tell. My people have a special bond with cats.’

‘Your people?’ Thor asked.

‘My ancestors came from Egypt,’ Cawo said.

He raised an eyebrow, genuinely curious as to what was her cover and what was true, but he let it go. Instead, he invited them to the galley, where the auto-chef prepared a really decent meal of heavy Chinese noodles with a rich, dark beef-based sauce that owed more to ancient France than to ancient China, as well as genuine greens and glasses of rich red wine.

‘Here’s to a fast trip to Sahel,’ he said, and raised his glass.

The cat formerly known as Peanut had just had his first encounter with salmon and seemed deeply satisfied, licking his pristine fur.

‘That’s right,’ Wes and Cawo said, and they drank.
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They had four insertions to New London, the capital of the DHC, and they went like clockwork. Storkel’s grudging appreciation of Badal-Mehra matured into admiration. The old man was beyond competent.

He was also sick, or perhaps merely old, in a way that Storkel didn’t like. He was slow to rise in the mornings and almost always late for watch, and he had a tendency to describe his various medical issues as if they were interstellar crises.

Storkel didn’t care, because they made four insertions in nine weeks, including a refuelling slingshot at Nantes System’s massive protostar that allowed them to save on fuel costs and skip another set of docking fees.

He wrote the watch schedule so that the three of them were all awake together for two hours every third day. Otherwise, they stood nine-hour watches and shared meals as the watch schedule allowed. Peanut became Maurice somewhere in the Nantes System, when Elmi-Mahmoud discovered that Badal-Mehra was an Old Catholic and it was, in ship time, St Maurice’s day. Later, as they skimmed the atmosphere of the protostar, the animal became Captain Maurice, because he regularly slept in the skipper’s command acceleration couch. He was trapped in it when they had to undertake evasive manoeuvres to avoid space debris, and all the acceleration couches closed on their occupants. He emerged unruffled, and continued to view it as his special possession.

The rapid deceleration was unkind to the camellias in the hold, and Storkel and Elmi-Mahmoud both noted that the odd flicker of the AG was gone, or at least smoother. That made it easier to work during the deceleration, and the two spent their watches moving earth and repairing the racks that held the bushes. Storkel spent the next week saving three bushes from death; in the end, he trusted to his adolescent experience and replanted them with fertiliser generated, following instructions on his tab, from on board refuse and human recycling.

He nursed all three bushes back to health.

Storkel returned to his hobby, which was the installation of his new technological wizardry from Nouveau Montreal. In effect, he built a whole new computer to watch the sub-AI, with one-way firewalls. It was a prime piece of paranoia, but the sub-AI continued to throw up odd short cuts and approximations, and Badal-Mehra repeatedly struggled to get the sub-AI to accept his course corrections.

‘It seems to think it is a better navigator than I am,’ Badal-Mehra said.

Storkel had noticed that Badal-Mehra had spent more than an hour on code in the sub-AI. He mentioned it, and Badal-Mehra shrugged.

‘I need to understand the navigational systems,’ he said, which was patently true. ‘Not that it did me any good. The thing hates me.’

‘Don’t take it personally, Wes,’ Storkel joked. ‘It hates me too.’

In fact, Storkel had deleted the astrogation program he’d purchased back at Dar, but that made no difference. Storkel was aware that AIs sometimes resisted reprogramming, but sub-AIs weren’t supposed to have that complication.

He built his new computer in the former gunroom, after making sure that there were no hidden cameras by using the physical and direct method of spray-foaming the entire interior.

He was amused when Captain Maurice became his routine companion in the former gunroom, lying against the new spray foam as if he loved the stuff, demanding tummy rubs, and generally behaving as if the gunroom was his favourite place.

By the time they emerged from their fourth insertion into the traffic cacophony of New London system, right on course and a little above the ecliptic at a leisurely 0.05 c, his backup computer was installed and capable, although it had no sub-AI capability, and its computational programs were mostly orientated towards watching the sub-AI for critical errors while monitoring usage levels. He had rigged it all the way down to baseline stuff like power usage, so that he had multiple checks. He added alarm levels and critical situations, and rigged direct alerts to his tab, his command couch and his stateroom, all hardwired.

I am paranoid.

I suppose it passes the time.

They skipped across the New London system, far out from the inhabited sphere; New London proper was on the other side of her star, as was the massive City Orbital. During their transit, he heard the Athens launch from a rehab in the New London yards to dock at City, and he imagined his former shipmates beginning the long process of working up a ship with new systems and new capabilities and a lot of mysterious new wiring. The Athens had been back from her legendary long cruise for almost a year; it would be more than two years before she started her next long cruise, but she’d have almost a year of work-ups followed by a dozen short cruises, all with huge cargoes, to near stars like Old Terra and Barcino and Nouveau Montreal as her crew solidified and prepared for another leap into the Deep Black.

He sent a short message, Fair winds and following seas! Storkel, and received a message seconds later: Happy Returns! Morosini. That made him smile.

‘You miss the service?’ Badal-Mehra asked that watch. They were playing a game based on the wars for Italian liberation, early in the Age of Chaos or late in the Middle Ages, according to various theories. Badal-Mehra was playing Napoleon the Third and Storkel was playing the Austrians.

‘The French are fighting the Germans for Italian independence?’ Badal-Mehra asked.

Storkel shrugged. ‘Politics are always complicated. Then as now.’

Badal-Mehra sighed. ‘True, that,’ he admitted. Bucking history, he pushed his French columns south, trying to outflank the Austrians in Lombardy.

Storkel began to take advantage of his opponent’s blunder, sending his ill-trained but plentiful digital conscripts back west, cutting the rail lines behind the French lines with his digital Uhlans and isolating the Piedmontese-Sardinians in the north. ‘I miss the teamwork. I don’t miss the authority or the empty regulations,’ he said. ‘I think I enjoy being my own boss, although worrying about some bushes dying seems a comedown after worrying about the future of humanity.’

Badal-Mehra laughed, despite watching the destruction of MacMahon’s corps and the Sardinians. ‘I think you won this time,’ he said.

‘Do you miss the service?’ Storkel asked.

‘I wish I’d stayed in,’ the older man admitted. ‘But if I had, I’d still be retired now.’ He paused. ‘Really, Thor, this is the best billet I’ve had in a while.’

Storkel didn’t know what to say to that.

Badal-Mehra leaned back. ‘I think the best course for us is to refuel at the station at Barcino,’ he said. ‘The planet is on our side of the system this trip.’

‘I thought you said no station visits?’ Storkel said.

Badal-Mehra shrugged. ‘We can save eight days by not heading for the gas giant.’

It made sense. But there was still something about Badal-Mehra he couldn’t like. Or maybe he needed PTSD counselling.

Barcino was a magnificent planet, about ten per cent larger than either Old Terra or New London, with higher gravity. It had been settled in the same impulse as New London – the Desperate Diaspora of the mid-twenty-second century, as the oceans of Old Terra died and the climate began to deteriorate in what moderns called ‘the Age of Chaos’. Barcino had been settled by Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking territories – mostly Mexico and Brazil – and had almost twice the human population of New London, as well as the most productive agriculture in the Human Sphere. Most of the planet’s continents straddled the equator, and most of the open land had been converted to large-scale industrial farming. Barcino had been settled and terraformed before the DHC began to see value in preserving native environments; there was nothing native left but the magnetosphere and some plant-analogous life forms in deep ocean vents.

Storkel could remember Marca Nbaro reading aloud in the ready room that Barcino could sustainably support all twenty-six other worlds with her grain and meat products, if only she could ship the food fast enough. He smiled at the memory. Even then, as a newly minted midder straight out of the Orphanage, she’d been something. Bold. Confident. Vivid.

Six hours from orbit, Storkel, who had the ship, could see that Barcino wasn’t just farmland. Her vast megacities on the night side shone like stars, and high above the meridian shone her jewel, the massive orbital called San Marti, whose core had come from the same yards as City.

The in-system traffic was as dense as New London’s, with bulk cargo carriers, huge ships with minimal engines and life support, flying off in all directions. Mostly three directions: back towards the insertion point for New London; out towards Sahel and the SUA: and up off the ecliptic towards the insertion point for Asturias and its newly opened route into the Spinward marches of the PTX, a discovery that had changed trade routes throughout the DHC and made Barcino even richer.

There were several PTX ships docked.

System control, Barcino Space Traffic Control (BSTC or Buster) contacted him as he started his last deceleration towards the orbital.

‘Silver Star, this is Buster, over.’ His comms crackled. A glance at his boards showed him that he was being contacted by laser.

‘’Buster, this is Silver Star, go ahead.’

‘Roger, Silver Star. We have a problem. Can we put you in a parking orbit for twenty-eight hours?’

Storkel glanced at various screens. ‘I don’t suppose you’re going to refund me my freight losses?’ he asked.

‘That’s a negative, Silver Star. But we will halve your docking costs for co-operating.’

Storkel was tempted to be difficult; he’d sent by courier to reserve a docking space from the automated beacon at Tooler, and he had the reservation number.

But the human being at the other end of the laser beam obviously knew that; there was a tag including his reservation on the message bar.

‘Buster, this is Silver Star. Can you comment on the nature of the problem?’ he asked.

‘That’s a negative, Silver Star.’

Storkel sighed. ‘Roger, Buster. Of course we’ll co-operate.’

‘Thanks, Silver Star. We’ll have customs dock with you in parking orbit to save you time, and we’ll give you the first available berth.’

‘Roger, Buster. Awaiting instructions.’

BSTC transmitted a flight path to parking orbit. Storkel uploaded it.

The ship seemed to give a little skip. Storkel thought it was the glitch in the anti-grav. His adrenaline spiked.

An alarm light flashed on his armrest. It was a simple LED hardwired to his hidden computer.

He felt the hair rise on the nape of his neck, as if he heard a wolf’s growl when he was camping in the Yukon on Old Terra. But, after a moment’s consideration, he decided that he couldn’t leave the bridge to check it out. Paranoia had prevented him from putting a screen for the hidden comp on the bridge.

What is going on?

It’s as if the sub-AI has to approve each course change. That’s what I’m guessing.

That’s not right.

But something happens when the sub-AI engages the astrogation, and the AG cuts out for a millisecond.

Almighty – or I’m making this all up.

He did note that it took almost seven seconds for the new course to be logged; an eternity in computer terms.

‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

‘Good morning, Cawo,’ he replied. ‘You look like the living dead.’

She grinned, waved an empty bulb at him and stumbled into the galley. ‘Everything OK?’ she asked from the galley.

‘We’ve been bumped off our docking assignment to a parking orbit,’ he said.

She shook her head. ‘That sucks,’ she muttered, and then appeared with two mugs of coffee. ‘I assume you’re staying awake?’

He nodded. ‘Three hours until the customs boat docks with us,’ he said. ‘I might as well. Did you feel a click in the AG?’

‘I can’t say that I did,’ she said.

He nodded. ‘Can you take the bridge?’

‘Roger-dodger,’ she said, and sat at the comms station.

He got up, squirted hot coffee into his mouth. ‘Barcino has some superb coffee,’ he said.

‘We should get some,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘This Nouveau Montreal stuff is crap.’

He went aft, slipped into Stateroom 2, raised the floor, and opened his secret chamber. The readout made it plain: the moment he’d entered the new parking orbit, the sub-AI had used a great deal of memory and power to engage a subroutine he’d never seen before. He couldn’t find the connection to the AG, but he began to think he knew where to look.

He was tempted to just ask the sub-AI. But he didn’t. Instead, he logged it all in an encrypted voice-log, and then, in case he needed to cover his movements, he went down to cargo and checked every bush. One had a worrisome outbreak of spots on the leaves.

He made up a mixture of soap and water, moved the bush a few metres away from the others, and sprayed it. He lingered, breathing in the magnificent smell of the flowers; six bushes were in full bloom.

His tab said they were eight days ahead of schedule. No wonder STC had bumped them. He went back topside and played backgammon with Elmi-Mahmoud until Badal-Mehra awoke, drank his coffee and joined them.

‘What’s happening?’ he asked sharply.

‘We’re being shuffled off into parking orbit,’ Storkel said.

Badal-Mehra’s face contracted. It was momentary, but it was a look of intense frustration.

‘Problem?’ Storkel asked.

‘No, no. Something I ate, perhaps,’ Badal-Mehra said. ‘My intestines are not what they once were.’ He went off to shave and returned in a ship’s suit. All three were now clean and resplendent in their new flightsuits.

The customs boat docked on time, and after they exchanged data, including medical files, they sent two people aboard: a medical tech and a customs officer.

‘We’ve had a few problems lately,’ the med tech said. He was friendly, short and thin, and his EVA suit said ‘LOPEZ’. He gave each of the three a thorough physical and administered a number of tests, including taking blood.

Badal-Mehra muttered, ‘We didn’t have to do this at Nouveau Montreal.’ He sounded nervous.

Lopez put his smile away. ‘Nouveau Montreal hasn’t had three different bio-suicide attacks in the last quarter.’

‘Bio-suicide?’ Storkel asked.

‘You prep a person – knowing or unknowing – with a host of biologicals. New lab stuff, oldies like the plague. Then you counterfeit a clean medical record and let ’em loose on a station.’

‘That’s barbaric harsh,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

‘Yeah,’ the tech said. ‘You folks are clean. Badal-Mehra, you’re late for your RNT booster. I have one.’

‘I’ll take it,’ Badal-Mehra said. Storkel could read the relief in the man. What was the man afraid of?

The customs officer was a tall, fierce ’gyne who never took off their helmet. They carried a gauss carbine, a sidearm and a sword. They asked, with careful courtesy, to see all of the ship’s documentation going back to her status as a privateer, and they sent it all back to their ship, and then the five of them sat in the galley, waiting for a response from the customs boat.

It was tense, and boring. And it took more than an hour. They could hear the metallic sound of EVA boots moving around their ship while they were held – no mincing words – in the galley. Storkel thought several dozen times about his weapons locker under the radioactive shielding in the outer hull of the reactor. He tried not to think about it, and thus, thought about it more.

He did note that Badal-Mehra was, if anything, more nervous than he was.

Finally, after many failed attempts to chat, the unnamed customs officer touched their helmet, and stood up.

‘You’re clear,’ they said. ‘You will receive docking instructions.’

‘Roger that,’ Storkel said.

The reflective helmet turned to face him. ‘Have a good day.’

Storkel nodded. When the customs team was gone, he said, ‘What the heck was that about?’

‘They got hit,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘I’m guessing, but it seems right. We fit the profile, so they gave us a careful going-over.’

‘Profile?’ Badal-Mehra asked.

Elmi-Mahmoud shrugged. ‘You haven’t been reading juried news?’

Both men shook their heads.

‘A bunch of the Fringe worlds are demanding the right to secede from the DHC. There’s been violence—’

‘We took care of that!’ Storkel said.

Elmi-Mahmoud shook her head. ‘No, you didn’t. A loose coalition of worlds with a combined population of twenty billion and huge, booming economies lost forty ships and five thousand spacers.’ She sounded matter-of-fact, but her eyes smouldered. ‘You didn’t change anyone’s mind, out there.’ She all but spat. ‘Idiots.’

A true believer, Storkel thought. ‘New Texas?’ he asked.

‘New Texas may or may not be the linchpin,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘Anyway, there have been a bunch of attacks. A group calling themselves the NBFC has claimed “credit” for the attacks. That’s all weeks-old news; one of the attacks was a foiled bio-suicide on City Orbital.’ She was scrolling on her tab. ‘And we’re in a news blackout here, so looks like they just had an attack. We arrive in a former New Texas privateer; we’re all from different planets – we’re the right profile. So they were very careful.’

Not careful enough to find my weapons locker or my secret computer. Storkel looked hard at Elmi-Mahmoud.

Last time I checked, we had a status as a reserve DHC MASS asset, he tabbed.

She shrugged and tabbed back, I guess that wasn’t enough to get us a bye, this time.

They were issued docking instructions forty hours after they’d been boarded, and they docked without issue to find the station in a near-blackout of digital information. Most of the shops and services along the orbital’s inner passageways were closed.

‘They’ve been evacuated,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

It was more like a bad holodrama than was quite right: a few furtive spacers moving rapidly through a vast, empty station. There were more station security and DHC armed spacers and Marines than there were civilians.

‘There’s one of the new battlecruisers docked,’ Badal-Mehra said.

‘Let’s get our fuel and get out of here,’ Storkel said.

That last was easier said than done. They got fuel almost as soon as they connected umbilicals, but most digital comms were out and they didn’t have clearance to break away. A trio of DHC spacers, armed with gauss rifles, stood at their brow, checking IDs and looking both bored and scared. They wore unmarked dark blue flightsuits and black helmets.

‘Crap,’ Storkel said. ‘It didn’t used to be like this.’

‘Thugs,’ Badal-Mehra said.

‘Chill, folks,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘They got hit, like I said. Those bubble things?’ She pointed at a gold-foil-covered orb floating on an anti-grav sled that showed how very heavy it was. ‘Those things are decontam bots. They cost a fortune, and I’ve seen four today. That med tech told the truth, he just left out that one of the bio-bombs went off.’

‘Other ships have been given permission to depart,’ Storkel said. ‘There’s not even an open coffee shop.’

‘We could tour the cathedral,’ Badal-Mehra suggested, so they did. It was magnificent, if eerily empty, its stone-flagged square echoing like a cavern. There was a tour of off-duty DHC spacers and another fifty merchanters, and that was all, where ordinarily there would have been thousands of people.

Badal-Mehra said he was supposed to meet a former shipmate and wandered off. Storkel’s interest was piqued, but he drew the line at following the other man, although he did consider putting a tag on him.

In fact, he made a little plan, and spent some time buying materials. Hey, even paranoids have good ideas, he thought.

Elmi-Mahmoud met a ’gyne on the tour who invited them back to their own ship, a Tamil Nadu-based freighter called the Three Crowned King. The skipper introduced herself to Storkel at the airlock and the whole crew welcomed them aboard, and they all complained that everything was shut.

‘We’ll make our own fun,’ their skipper said. They were all invited for dinner and sake, which proved a very pleasant break from routine. Storkel was treated like a hero by the ship’s skipper, and after a few beers in the galley she invited him to her cabin for a ‘skippers’ chat’. The two of them sat in her quarters, talking about freight handling and docking fees.

‘You’re new to all this,’ she said. She was a little drunk, a small woman with the darkest hair he’d ever seen and intricate tattoos and what appeared to be a neural lace.

He nodded. ‘I am, too. Every new port I learn something.’

She nodded. ‘Fancy ship. You a DHC stooge, honey?’

He shrugged. ‘I’m still a reserve officer.’

‘Shit, so am I,’ she said. She drank some more. ‘Yeah, when I went indie, I had to learn a shitload, too. DHC’s idea of “fair trade” is that indies trade and the DHC gets all the “fair”.’ She leaned back. ‘Listen, I’m fine with the DHC, but the trade regs are made by AIs who don’t give a shit whether my ship makes a profit or not.’

‘Any idea what happened here?’ he asked. He didn’t want to talk DHC politics.

He could hear Elmi-Mahmoud laughing down the passageway. The hatches were all open; the spacers of the Three Crowned Kings were very hospitable.

‘Fringers popped a bio-bomb. Killed a couple of hundred stationers and some spacers.’ She sipped her sake. ‘You’re ex-Athens, right?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

She smiled at him. ‘“Ma’am” does not help a woman on her second rejuv feel young. I’m Priya.’

‘Thor,’ he said. He realised that she was just possibly flirting. Or rather, feeling her way towards flirting.

‘You hear about the attack on Old Terra?’ she asked.

That hit him through the booze. ‘I’m from Old Terra,’ he said.

‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Didn’t know. OK. Well, Free-Earthers hit a political thing. Killed a whale. Almost killed your famous shipmate, Nbaro.’

‘Almost?’ he asked.

‘Latest is she’s in critical recovery.’ Priya looked at him. ‘You know her?’

He nodded. ‘I knew her – midder to the end of cruise. Good spacer all the way.’

‘She’s a bit too heroic for me,’ Priya said. ‘And a patrician, too.’

Storkel felt much soberer. ‘She’s the real deal, Priya.’ He tried to imagine terrorists on Old Terra. He knew ‘Free Earth’ from childhood, but the group he remembered had been big on meetings and natural fibres. He tabbed ‘Free Earth,’ which was a little rude, given the circumstances. He got enough in three sentences to understand that the group’s aims and methods had changed, and put his tab back in a leg pocket. ‘Sorry,’ he said.

She shook her head. ‘Shipmates are shipmates,’ she said. ‘Your Badal-Mehra is from New India?’

‘Yes,’ Storkel said. ‘At least, I think so.’ He realised, despite a lot of whiskey, that he didn’t really know all that much about his astrogator.

She made a face. ‘Odd name. I thought he might be a guy I knew.’ She shrugged.

Storkel smiled uneasily. ‘I really don’t want to lose him right now,’ he said. ‘In fact, I need him.’

She smiled. ‘Oh, I’m not trying to poach him. More curiosity.’ She smiled. ‘And he is really old.’

‘Going to happen to all of us eventually,’ Storkel said.

On that, they clicked bulbs.

Later, the small talk grew desultory, but the silence was comfortable.

‘It’s nice to talk to another skipper,’ she said. ‘I love my crew, but they’re crew.’

‘Fully agree,’ he said. He hesitated, smiled. ‘I should go while I can still walk,’ he said. Pinned his courage to the sticking post. ‘Unless you’d like me to stay?’ he asked.

She gently kicked her hatch closed. ‘I thought you’d never get there.’

Storkel went back aboard his ship feeling only marginally better than he’d felt all those months ago when he’d soloed into Dar. He’d drunk too much, taken something to stay awake, and had no sleep whatsoever, which, delightful at the time, made goodbyes somewhat leaden and left him feeling as if he might die.

He was brightened by finding Badal-Mehra and Elmi-Mahmoud awake and on the bridge. ‘You have a message from Three Crowned Kings,’ Badal-Mehra said. ‘Happy Returns, skipper to skipper.’

Storkel smiled. ‘Reply, “Mutual” and send.’

‘Look what the cat dragged in,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘Did Wes tell you we have leave to depart? Lose not a minute, Skipper.’

She was teasing him.

He ignored her. ‘Wes, you have a course for Haqq?’

‘Laid in, with the usual delays from the sub-AI,’ Badal-Mehra said. He was brusque. ‘We really need to get that thing looked at.’

Storkel sat on his command couch, and tried not to sink into it. He rested his head on one hand – that seemed better. ‘I was going to do that here,’ he admitted. ‘But everything’s closed.’

‘Roger that, Skipper. Shall we get out of here?’ Badal-Mehra asked.

An hour later, after what seemed to Storkel as an endless discussion with Station, for which he had to sound as if he wanted to live, Station acknowledged their permissions and the process of dropping umbilicals and breaking locks began. The routine caught him up, and he felt better; at a pause in countdown, he did some stretches and drank a litre of fresh mango juice and stole a few minutes on an O2 bottle, which helped even more.

He began to feel human.

Breakaway complete, they dropped away from the orbital and he began to pilot the flight path into Badal-Mehra’s insertion parameters. It was all routine; he could have let the sub-AI fly it all.

Only he didn’t trust his sub-AI, and that was a fact.

So he flew the course on manual, virtually unheard of for in-system manoeuvres, until they were free of the parking area, the stack, and the high-volume traffic space, and on course and velocity for Insertion.

Based on real time, he set the watch rotation that his tab had cooked up, gave it his thumbprint, and went to his rack, leaving Badal-Mehra with the watch. He lay awake longer than he expected, thinking about terrorism, and politics, and Marca Nbaro. Bubbles and Starfish.

Killing five hundred spacers. Ultimately, it always came around to that.

Bio-bombs, though. Who would do such a thing?

They were three weeks under constant acceleration outbound to reach the insertion point at the required velocity and angle. Badal-Mehra became more of a part of the ship, despite his little ways; he reheated coffee until it was boiling hot; he played strange music that the other two didn’t really like, and he practised with his sword obsessively, which sometimes led to his taking his watch dressed in a skintight bodysuit. His constant sword practice was fine until he took a blossom off one of their precious camellias with his long sword, at which point Storkel exiled him and his sword to the gym. The gym was really Stateroom 6, and after some further examination of blueprints, and with the enthusiastic support of the other two, Storkel redesigned Staterooms 6 and 7 into a single space, almost four metres long by three metres wide; the largest space on the ship. They broke down all the acceleration couches and lockers and stored them, re-insulated the space and installed some simple equipment, and they had a real gym.

Elmi-Mahmoud took over making coffee; she was a connoisseur.

She also used the bridge as a dance studio when she was on watch alone, which Storkel discovered by rising early one day in transit to find her …

‘Is that ballet?’ he asked. ‘Like, old, classical ballet?’

‘More Bollywood,’ she said. ‘With some Raqs sharqi and some European ballet.’ She grinned. She was covered in sweat. ‘My mum was the best.’

Elmi-Mahmoud’s costume revealed several scars and a great many more tattoos, including a big American-style eagle across her back that had been covered when she was wearing a sari.

The old American Eagle, a symbol beloved of DHC Marines.

Storkel just blinked.

Elmi-Mahmoud pointed at the galley. ‘There’s coffee,’ she said. ‘Good Arabian coffee.’ She saw him looking at her exposed body and laughed. ‘If Wes can stand watch in his swordpants …’

Storkel raised both hands in surrender. ‘Absolutely,’ he said.

Insertion was a non-event. For the first time since taking the ship, Storkel slept through it and let Elmi-Mahmoud take it, and when he awoke, they were decelerating at 2.2 g in the Haqq Algericas system.

Haqq was orange and grey from space, very different from Earth despite a solid oxygen-based atmosphere and some remarkable zoological diversity. The deserts were iron-oxide orange and the seas were grey because the skies were almost never blue, but remained a haze-grey white at all times.

Storkel remembered Haqq as the place where the pleasure of his cruise on the Athens began to turn to nightmare: where they heard that the Hong Kong was dead; where they went on high alert because of threatened conflict with the Sehemu mpya ya Ufansi wa Afrika – the SUA or ‘New Africa Prosperity Sphere’, which encompassed Haqq, Sahel, Madagascar and, increasingly, Barcino and Asturias to spinward. It was also ‘almost’ the border with the PTX. Just down the road they’d been fired on …

Put it away.

Badal-Mehra hadn’t threaded the perfect needle at Haqq, either; they came in-system at an excellent velocity, but they were high above the ecliptic and had to run almost three weeks across the system. On the positive side, Elmi-Mahmoud completed the required checklists and hours required for her master’s licence.

Storkel prepared to file it all with the system’s harbourmaster, an ancient term that he loved, and then he stopped, his fingers hovering over the keyboard.

‘Hey, Cawo,’ he said. ‘You awake?’

He knew she was. He’d put motion sensors in most of the staterooms, and he’d attached location tags to the zipper pulls on all their suits.

She came back immediately. ‘Awake and alive, Thor. What’s up?’

‘Come to the bridge?’ he asked.

She was there in sixty seconds.

He showed her the complete qualification materials. ‘We have a problem,’ he said.

She got it immediately. ‘It’s not my real name,’ she agreed.

‘So there’s no point in registering you,’ he said. ‘And, sadly, when you get a new identity, you have to do it all again. Because there’s a time stamp on every action.’

They looked at each other. Finally, she said ‘Damn!’ and shrugged.

‘Sorry,’ he said, and deleted the entire folder, and then ran a subroutine that wrote over the deleted material.

She went back to her stateroom and he went back to his digital ‘paperwork’.

There was no need to refuel and they didn’t need a cargo.

Storkel ran the sub-AI for a plot, then did it himself with his tab, then did it a third time on his secret computer. He swore a bit. And then turned in and slept for a good eight hours, using pills.

The next time he was on watch turnover with Elmi-Mahmoud, he got up early.

She was dancing on the bridge. She didn’t stop when he came in through the hatch, only acknowledging him with a flash of her eyes. The cat lay watching her on the command couch. He accepted the implied invitation to pat the cat’s belly and was bitten savagely for his pains.

He got coffee – he could see she made Arabian coffee as part of her routine – and then settled on the command couch with Maurice lying against him. He didn’t watch her – her dance was too overtly sexual, and that wasn’t their relationship. Or something.

Finally she finished. She was covered in sweat, drank off a litre of water, and then a shot of dark sweet coffee.

‘You didn’t come to watch me dance,’ she said.

He shook his head. ‘Nope,’ he said. ‘Cawo, we got to talk this out.’

She smiled. ‘Cool,’ she said. ‘What’s the subject?’

‘You being a spy,’ he said.

She was towelling off her hair. She stopped and looked at him. ‘I’m—’

‘Spare me,’ he said. ‘The thing is, I need to know. Right now.’ He reached out with a handwritten envelope. ‘Read it and then come with me. Please.’

The note said, ‘Our sub-AI is compromised and I believe it sends out a short message burst each time we change course. I need to know if this is your doing.’

She read it, nodded, and followed him when he left the bridge. Together they dropped down the central shaft to Stateroom 2, where he had the second computer installed.

He took her into the secret room. Their proximity was a little uncomfortable; they both barely fitted.

He closed the hatch. The space was soundproofed.

‘We can talk here,’ he said.

‘It’s not mine,’ she said. ‘Are you sure?’

He spent fifteen minutes walking her through his calculations, showing the lost picoseconds, the surges in power usage, the data-recorder’s notation of the drops in the anti-grav. It wasn’t just that he wanted her to believe him; it was good to go over it in detail for another person. The engineer inside him approved of it.

‘Fuck,’ she said, clearly convinced. ‘OK, you’re not paranoid. That’s fucked.’

He leaned away from her. She smelled … well, not unpleasant, but a little strong. And he hadn’t put an air-conditioning duct into the secret space, and it was heating up quickly. Some engineering skills …

‘OK,’ he said. The truth was, he was relieved. It wasn’t all in his head. ‘So we have a real problem.’

‘Got to assume it’s the New Texas arsehats.’ She shrugged.

He didn’t shrug. ‘Cawo, if the sub-AI has been sabotaged, anything could be wrong. Anything could go wrong. Any moment. Our reactor could blow, our navigation could turn off, or we could breathe carbon monoxide until we go to sleep or die. Just for starters.’

She blinked.

‘And another thing. I worked on this boat from a few weeks after her capture. I was aboard every day that I had free time, with twenty other gearheads. How could anyone tinker with her comps?’

She frowned. ‘That’s easy. Where’d you take possession?’

‘Nouveau Montreal,’ he said. ‘Parking orbit … Right, I see it already.’

‘Anyone with the codes could come aboard,’ she said. ‘And they had what … a couple of months?’

‘Roger that. I rode Athens all the way to New London, partied for a while, saw some friends …’ He laughed, because he’d also gone to Marca’s first day in the Great Council. He wondered if she was still alive. That gave him pause.

But he’d wanted to see her take her seat – from waif to patrician in three years. He’d wanted to see that. ‘Anyway, then I took a liner back to Nouveau Montreal.’ He sighed. ‘Almost four months.’

She nodded. ‘Sorry, but to someone with my skills, piece of cake.’

‘DHC Marine?’

She smiled. ‘For a while.’

‘Special Services?’

She shrugged. ‘By contract, I can’t say yes to that.’

He nodded. ‘OK, nice chat.’ He took a deep breath, tried not to look at her, and shook his head. ‘Damn it, the sub-AI was mostly fine until Nouveau Montreal. What the hells happened?’ He looked at her pointedly. ‘I assumed it was you.’

She nodded, running her tongue around the inside of her mouth, something he’d seen her do when she was puzzled. ‘No idea. Not me. But fuck, this is bad.’

‘I guess we just ride it out until we get to Sahel,’ he said.

‘Why do they want this ship back so bad?’ she asked.

He shrugged. ‘You’re the spook,’ he said. ‘But my guess is that it’s symbolic. It’s all symbolic. Killing the whale on Old Terra was symbolic. Killing Marca Nbaro was meant to be symbolic.’

‘That tracks,’ she admitted.

Their three-week crossing of Haqq System was the most tension-filled, actionless time he could remember. His secret computer fed him constant fluctuations in his sub-AI. He had an adrenaline spike every time the little white light blinked on his console, and now Elmi-Mahmoud joined him in unease, to the point that Badal-Mehra stopped him in the passageway.

‘Are you and Cawo … having a spat?’ he asked. His empathy was genuine.

‘No, nothing like that,’ he said, and brushed past.

Nothing happened, except that the Three Crowns came in-system and flashed him a message via the traffic beacon, and he and Priya had a few chats. It wasn’t love talk and it wasn’t politics – in fact, they mostly talked about holodramas, especially cheesy legal procedurals they both enjoyed. They did start playing an ancient computer simulation of the Age of Chaos called Diplomacy with five other human players throughout the system.

The conversations and games helped Storkel get by.

Storkel also read up on the Free Earth organisation, as well as the situation on Sahel and Madagascar and other SUA worlds. Sahel–Madagascar, capital of the SUA and the only human dominated system in known space that had two Earth-normal planets in the same system, was also on the border with the vast PTX empire sprawling away to spinward. It had become the fulcrum of new policies in the DHC. In fact, many SUA citizens were also DHC citizens, and since the Non-War, the SUA had moved closer to the DHC. As the SUA was the essential gold producer for trade with the Starfish, her desire for increased power within the trade negotiation zone that defined the DHC was widely accepted, and her citizens’ desire for a pod of whales with which to ‘re-imagine’ her oceans was a symbol.

A mighty symbol. A symbol of the power of the SUA, yes, but also a symbol of the power and prestige of ‘New Africa’. And there were many, many people who resented the SUA, the DHC, and the export of whales. It was as if a mare’s nest of symbols all came together in a few endangered animals from a backwater planet. There wasn’t much pure racism left in the Human Sphere – centuries of diaspora had taken care of ideas of racial purity – but culture and culturalism remained, and there was anti-African feeling inside and outside the DHC. Storkel read about it, shaking his head. His parents had been Traditionalists, favouring old Icelandic ways.

He’d left to escape all of that.

Storkel read it all with mounting apprehension: juried articles about the rise of cultural antipathy; articles on the ‘new politics’ of interstellar rule; articles demanding ‘home rule’ for any human habitation that could claim to be self-supporting. And through it all, the DHC refused to admit to being a government.

Just a set of trade regulations, they said. Trade regulations that required adherence to ideas about labour and capital that had come in after the Age of Chaos. He read some well-reasoned arguments that the frontier worlds needed looser regulation.

He read some very convincing arguments as to why the SUA should not be given whales, including a viability assessment that claimed that the only safe bet for the magnificent animals was rebuilding their habitat on Earth.

Storkel could remember, as a boy in a fishing boat, seeing a whale swim under him. The seas around Iceland had remained alive – at least, mostly alive; the kelp beds survived, and so did most of the fish. The whale had impressed him.

No, that’s the understatement of a lifetime.

The whale had changed his life. The whale had changed his sense of himself, his perspective on life, family, Iceland, even Terra. After that, every whale spout he saw off his family farm made him want to go out there. Out to sea.

Out to the stars.

Whales were the aliens in his home ocean. And Storkel loved the alien, in a way that was hard to describe.

As usual for his political life, after three weeks of reading, he could see why Sahel wanted a pod of whales, he could see why Marca Nbaro wanted to get whales for Sahel, and he could see why people like the Free-Earthers wanted to keep all the whales on Earth.

He just couldn’t see why anyone would kill a whale to get their own way.

In conversation, Elmi-Mahmoud proved, as usual, to be a strong DHC loyalist; no surprise there. She spoke in terms of power, and the new confrontations with both the Starfish and the Bubbles, the two gigantic space empires off to anti-spinward of the relatively small volume of Human – that is, DHC and PTX – Space.

‘We need to be in this together,’ she said firmly. ‘Or the aliens will eat us.’

Storkel smiled. ‘You can’t mean there’s no room for dissent,’ he said.

She shrugged. ‘Basically, we’re holding the balance in a war a hundred thousand years old,’ she said. ‘We need to be in this together.’

But Badal-Mehra, for all his reticence, didn’t agree.

‘Cawo, I’m from New India, almost in the Anti-spinward Fringe,’ he said. ‘Things are changing so fast on the fringe that no coreward government can keep up.’ He held up both hands. ‘I have no time for the New Texas rebels. But it looks very different from New India. There, DHC trade regulations always seem to be written for … well, for the SUA. Everything from the SUA is preferred, is cheaper, is shipped better. They pay fewer taxes. They get to be “in” the DHC trade treaties, and yet have a degree of autonomy that New India is never offered, even though we’re just as rich and just as interested.’

That was the longest speech Badal-Mehra had ever given, at least on board.

Elmi-Mahmoud turned and glared at Badal-Mehra. ‘New India went over to the New Democratic Alliance mighty fast,’ she said pointedly.

Badal-Mehra was dignified. ‘I’m not supporting that decision,’ he said carefully. ‘But I’m saying that it had supporters for reasons.’

‘Right,’ Storkel said. ‘That’s the end of politics in the mess.’

His crew had the good grace to laugh, and that was that.

For a while.

The insertion for Sahel–Madagascar came in the middle of Badal-Mehra’s watch, and after some dithering, Storkel let him take it. But he couldn’t sleep, and he wondered if he didn’t trust Badal-Mehra. The man was beyond competent, and his swordplay and his pre-Age of Chaos taste in Moghul music and poetry were only slight irritants compared to his facility for getting the ship where it needed to go.

Storkel lay in his rack, watching the countdown on his screen until he felt the stents push into his body and the insertion drugs hit him. And then …

The brilliant flash.

The feeling of triumph.

The knowledge of having committed hundreds of murders …

Crap. He shook his head even in the restraints of his acceleration couch; his whole DHC MASS career was not encapsulated in one torpedo run.

He’d received a medal for it, though. For bravery.

He thought the various rebels and privateers had been brave, trying to face the DHC in their converted freighters. Morosini had caught them in a cunning manoeuvre and destroyed them ruthlessly.

And that had been political.

Damn it, Morosini, I’m an engineer, not a war pilot.

He checked the plot. Badal-Mehra had hit the bullseye; they were just six days out from the orbit of Sahel and on an incredibly low velocity.

It still bothered him, he realised, that Badal-Mehra had felt the need to say, ‘I have no time for the New Texas rebels.’ It stuck out. No one had mentioned New Texas.

The next six days passed in a more pleasant anticipation, as they were, from the first, in a traffic zone; even if the sub-AI went berserk, they could probably survive. Storkel spent a day reviewing lifeboat procedures and coaxing his crew to check every aspect of their EVA suits and their emergency procedures. They even held two drills, one a surprise.

Badal-Mehra was humble about his insertion, but Elmi-Mahmoud was full of praise.

‘Fucking incredible! That’s almost four weeks shaved off the run.’

Indeed, they contacted Sahel’s luxurious Mombasa Orbital after a day in-system and were greeted effusively. Clearly Mombasa awaited their shipment eagerly.

‘Rich people,’ Badal-Mehra said with some disgust.

‘Preserving biodiversity is never a waste of money,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said primly.

‘Keep it clean, kids,’ Storkel said. He sent the automated package containing their records, their bills of lading, and the ship’s particulars, and was informed that he should stand by to be boarded in a parking orbit before coming alongside for transfer of cargo.

‘Mombasa Station would like to extend to you fifty hours of full docking privilege,’ Station said, ‘in recognition of your rapid transit and service to our community.’

‘Well, that’s lovely,’ Storkel said, coming off comms. ‘And a couple of thousand in the bank.’

‘Odd, is what it is,’ Badal-Mehra said. ‘Skipper, this is a luxury orbital and those docking spaces are for yachts. The super-rich.’ He was looking at something on his tab. ‘I’ve been here twice. We didn’t get an alongside berth either time; we had to unload to a lighter in space.’

Elmi-Mahmoud nodded. ‘I’m with old swordpants here. First time I came here we were told “officers only”, and that was by lighter too.’

Storkel was tempted to remind the woman that she claimed to be from here. None of that mattered any more, although he did worry that he was going to lose her suddenly.

He flew them into their parking orbit on manual, and considered various paranoid scenarios where his whole ship was a torpedo aimed at Sahel or the orbital. He thought it could be done.

On the other hand, when he rewired the new gym, he’d installed a kill switch that would take out all electrical power forward of frame 117; basically, shutting down the bridge. The sub-AI lived in a separate avionics compartment under the bridge. He had a key on his tab, and just in case the sub-AI could block the IR spectrum, he had a physical kill switch hidden in the secret room.

I need a beach and a beer, he told himself, and checked the system traffic beacon for the progress of the Three Crowns. She was well out; her astrogator hadn’t hit the bullseye and they would take weeks to coast in.

He sent Priya a message, handed the bridge over to Elmi-Mahmoud, and headed for the gym.

‘Hey,’ she said. ‘We got an employment hit. Flight engineer.’

Mombasa Orbital was in constant and annoying contact, demanding various documentation, including live video of the camellias and a whole category of botanical documentation that caused Storkel to split his bridge watch between the other two, so that he could run various monitors through every root ball and around every stem.

However, they were in time for the success bonus, and even more remarkable, there appeared to have been an early delivery bonus in the Sahel half of the contract that they had triggered.

And, luckily, the Sahel botanists didn’t ask about the clean cut where the tip of Badal-Mehra’s sword had beheaded a blossom. The blossom was now somewhat faded, set in nutrient-rich water in a drinking bulb on the galley table.

They ate dinner together on the last night of their parking orbit, and cut each other’s hair in 1 g so they could look their best for the inspection teams. They scrubbed the bridge and the galley and the gym, lockered the many small things that had been magnetised to various bulkheads in free fall, and generally made everything ship-shape.

Storkel gave them all short watches so everyone was awake and prepared for the inspection, and the SUA Customs and Immigration shuttle docked within four hundred seconds of its predicted arrival.

Storkel cycled the lock, and saw six EVA-suited figures clamber in through a plastic tunnel. But they had air – the plastic tunnel was mil-spec – and he opened the door easily.

There was a slight pop as the two ships equalised pressure. The lead figure raised a hand in a wave, read something off her wrist, and popped her helmet.

‘Thor Storkel?’ she asked.

‘Ma’am,’ he answered.

She smiled. ‘I’m afraid we have to check every compartment,’ she said. ‘Apologies.’

‘I’m aware of the bio-bombs,’ he said.

She nodded. ‘Good. If you would bring your crew here, we’ll inspect the bridge and galley first, and then you can wait there.’

Storkel nodded, and the inspection began.

Storkel was summoned to various parts of the ship. This wasn’t like any other inspection he’d endured; the SUA authorities used more people and more instruments. His anxiety began to rise.

The first call was for the new gym. The woman, whose name was Anna, according to her name tag, pointed at an open panel and the kill switch he’d installed.

‘This isn’t on the blueprints you submitted,’ she said.

He felt like an idiot. But if he’d put it in the blueprints, the sub-AI would know about it.

He took a breath. ‘Anti-piracy,’ he said. ‘If someone takes the bridge, I can lock ’em out.’

She nodded. ‘Show me your wiring diagram.’

He took her aft to main electrical and showed her a physical printout.

‘You’re an engineer,’ she said, as if it was an accusation.

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘Anna,’ she said.

‘Yes, Anna.’

None of her people were obviously armed, although a couple looked to be quite large, and weapons were easy to hide in vac suits.

The second call was to the main reactor.

He began to sweat. He was wearing one of their new, fancy flightsuits, and he was afraid his sweat would show.

Anna pointed at the panel that hid the weapons locker. ‘What’s this do?’ she asked bluntly.

‘Safety override for the coolant system,’ he said. He pointed to the entirely fake pipe bundle that went into the main reactor housing. ‘I built it myself. It’s on the blueprints; it might buy us a few minutes …’

She nodded. ‘I saw you’d conducted evacuation drills,’ she said. ‘It was in your log. Very professional, but not usual on a small ship with a small crew.’ She didn’t ask a question – it just hung there.

He nodded. ‘After Barcino – San Marti Orbital …’

She nodded thoughtfully. ‘Interesting,’ she said. ‘Go on back to the galley.’

He sat in the galley between his crew people, considering what havoc a rogue spaceship under control of a sub-AI gone bad could do to something as fragile as an orbital. He considered how well he’d been paid by an old woman he barely knew to move some shrubs.

Looked at from a certain perspective, he’d been groomed to take the shrubs.

This was paranoia all the way. Hell, he liked Clarissa Ndawe and he couldn’t see her as a terrorist, or any kind of pawn. And if the Fringers intended to use his ship as a giant bomb, why plant fissionables on the Silver Star at Milano?

He was still trying to work it all out, and wondering if he should just throw himself on Anna’s mercy, when he was summoned again, this time to the cargo hold.

There were three people in full EVA suits with their helmets on – using their spacesuits as biohazard suits. One was very tall – perhaps a ’gyne.

Anna met him at the ‘airlock’ to the cargo hold.

‘Three of the shrubs have been tampered with,’ she said.

‘Yes, ma’am. I had to open their root balls and do a rescue.’ He started to explain.

Her eyes narrowed. ‘You are a trained botanist?’ she asked.

‘I was a landscaper as a boy,’ he said. ‘I learned to take care of shrubs. Look, Anna—’

‘I’ll ask the questions,’ she said. ‘Who authorised you to open the root balls?’

He shook his head. ‘No one. I didn’t ask. The plants are healthy—’

‘Who installed the airlock and overpressure system?’

‘My customer required it,’ he said. ‘And she paid for it.’

Anna looked at her tab. ‘It’s extremely robust. You could put methane in there. Or water.’

He shrugged. ‘It takes up room I could use for cargo.’

‘Come with me,’ she said, and he realised, based on his experience of holodramas, that all her questions had been set up to relax him. Questions he could answer. Standard interrogation technique.

He knew where they were going, and his heart sank while his stomach began to churn. He’d much rather have been facing a trio of Bubble ships in combat.

She came to a long ridge down the central spine, and she kicked it with her EVA boot.

‘That’s a railgun,’ she said.

‘Yes, ma’am.’

She nodded. ‘It works, too, doesn’t it?’

‘I have a licence for it,’ he said, because he knew her response before she opened her mouth.

‘Not for the SUA, you don’t. Are you some kind of DHC spook? Because if you are, we have a diplomatic incident here. Save me some time.’

‘Ma’am, I have a reserve DHC MASS commission, but otherwise this is an ex-New Texas privateer that I purchased and run as a legitimate trader.’

‘With an operational railgun,’ she said.

‘Yes, ma’am.’ Her name, Anna, seemed off the table, now.

She looked at him. ‘You have a copy of this reserve commission?’

He raised his tab and sent it to her.

He was very tempted to mention his reservations about his sub-AI, but they seemed insane.

She nodded. ‘Well, Mr Storkel, you have powerful friends on Mombasa Orbital and they want these shrubs, so here’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to let you unload alongside, and then I’m going to require your crew to disembark into Mombasa Orbital hotel rooms until I sort this out. I may choose to put an SUA Navy crew aboard until you leave the system.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’ Storkel was thinking as quickly as he could. ‘Ma’am, can I use the time to run a diagnostic and backup on my sub-AI?’

She nodded. ‘Yes. But you will walk me through everything as you do it.’

And he did. He piloted them alongside the bulk of Mombasa Orbital, the only orbital he’d ever seen that was built for aesthetics on the outside as well as in, with mirrored xenoglas and white marble – or extruded plastics meant to look like marble – on the outside. He mated airlocks with the cargo hold and watched as people in biohazard suits carried the plants away.

That all took time, which he used to get his auxiliary computer up and running. It wasn’t as clever as a sub-AI, but it could handle station-keeping and environment and everything else necessary for the basic running of the ship.

Then he set the sub-AI to ‘diagnostic’.

‘That’s quite a little space in there,’ Anna said, looking at his secret room.

‘Yeah, it came as a surprise to me too,’ he admitted.

‘Your setup makes it look as if you don’t trust your AI,’ she said.

He shrugged. The time to sweat was past. ‘The war left me some paranoia,’ he admitted. ‘I’ve wanted to get the sub-AI some diagnostic time for months.’

She glanced at him. ‘I can recommend a therapist for your PTSD,’ she said.

He thought about it a moment and then raised his tab. ‘I’m in,’ he said.

She smiled for a moment and looked human.

He set the auxiliary to watch the sub-AI. He wrote a subroutine that would allow the auxiliary to shut down the power if the sub-AI left the diagnostic state.

Anna wasn’t a computer nerd, so she just let him work.

When he pronounced his work finished, she put him in her military shuttle and piloted them all to the orbital, leaving the Silver Star empty. Badal-Mehra had volunteered to stay aboard, but Storkel shut him down.

‘We’ll have fun,’ he said, putting his hand on the older man’s shoulder and whispering, ‘It’s free.’

They landed in the main visitor port, all white marble and gold, a truly magnificent piece of art, if you liked that sort of thing, which Badal-Mehra and Elmi-Mahmoud did and Storkel did not. But the customs officer, who was also a sort of tourist guide, led them over the so-called rainbow bridge to the main body of the orbital. As Storkel walked across the entry bridge, he noted that the gold handrail under his hand was studded with gold, silver and jewelled buttons. He asked their guide.

‘When people here die, most ask to be cremated and their ashes thrown into the sun,’ they said. ‘But they leave info-disks here. Tab any of them!’

Storkel tabbed the little jewelled button under his hand. He was looking at a picture of a very old woman; next to her holo was quite a long biography. He’d never met her – he didn’t know her at all – but he read the whole biography, and as he came to the end, a frail voice said, ‘I don’t really have any great wisdom to share, but if you are listening … what you do is who you are. It took me time to figure that out.’

Storkel had tears in his eyes.

‘See?’ their guide said. ‘That was Teresa Bolls. She helped build the orbital.’

The ‘guide’ took them into the main orbital, past the incredible shopping concourse and over the deliberately created chaos of the nightlife district, and eventually, he was standing on the balcony of his hotel room, looking out over the vast cylinder that was the interior of Mombasa Orbital, complete with the enormous column of water that ran up the centre, holding sharks and dolphins and an entire habitat, sixteen kilometres long. It had light and dark sections that, in turn, illuminated the drum.

It was breathtaking.

The three of them were sharing a suite. Its magnificence was beyond anything any of them could have afforded, but the bills were being paid by the orbital.

Storkel had given up on paranoia, although he still worried that his ship was a weapon and the sub-AI was somehow aiming that weapon at … at something. But he’d locked the railgun rounds away in a firewalled container, and he’d given the auxiliary the cut-off keys.

He went to the bar in shorts and a flowered shirt, bought a swimsuit in a shop at an exorbitant price, and lay on a deck-chair drinking a really good dark beer after a long swim. He looked at himself in a mirror and tabbed exercise routines. It was time to go back to working out.

The beer was good, though.

His vacation lasted almost an hour.

A ’gyne with skin like brown velvet and a gold-embroidered Lamu cap came to the side of the pool and loomed over his beach chair. As soon as Storkel saw him over Elmi-Mahmoud’s shoulder, he knew the ’gyne meant trouble, because they made immediate eye contact, and because the ’gyne was dressed the way only the very rich dressed, in a long flowing coat over loose silk pantaloons. Storkel also knew he meant trouble because he immediately recognised the man following the ’gyne.

He drank off the last bitter dregs of his beer and stood up.

The ’gyne smiled, halting at arm’s length.

‘Mr Storkel? I am Koinet Legishon. You may have seen my name on your shipping manifest.’

The ’gyne bowed in the local manner, and Storkel returned the bow even as he looked at the man behind the ’gyne.

‘A pleasure to meet you, tir,’ he said.

‘And you must already know my business associate …’

‘Horatio Dorcas,’ Storkel said, extending his hand.

Dorcas nodded. ‘We made a cruise together,’ he said.

Storkel thought Dorcas sounded more socialised. ‘And he married my best co-pilot,’ Storkel said.

Dorcas kept hold of his hand. ‘Marca said to tell you first that Skipper Truekner is dead.’

Storkel’s gut twisted. ‘Damn,’ he said. Behind Dorcas was a tall, slim woman who looked like a queen from a PTX holodrama.

‘Perhaps we should go somewhere private,’ Legishon suggested. He was looking down at the American eagle tattooed across Elmi-Mahmoud’s back.

‘Ms Elmi-Mahmoud will be welcome,’ Dorcas said. ‘As would your astrogator, Mr Badal-Mehra.’

‘That’s my whole crew,’ Storkel said.

‘Not quite,’ Dorcas said. ‘You have a new weapons officer, Ms Zhao, here. And a new flight engineer. Me.’


Part Three

Turning Flukes

To toss the flukes in the air and dive. This is the invariable gesture of whales preliminary to sounding.

The Yankee Whaler, by Clifford Ashley 1926


New London

Marca Nbaro lived in a world of numbers. It was a strange existence, even for her, the result of selective sedation and the decision of a military surgical team to regrow her lung in situ, inside her chest, a new technique and one that she apparently merited. Dorcas had described her chest as ‘quite messy’, by which he meant, as she’d ascertained through her neural link, the destruction of one breast and the ribcage beneath it, as well as the lung. A piece of the whale’s tank had ripped through Truekner and then through her. She was even able to watch it on a reconstruction vid.

It made her queasy to watch it. And angry, a kind of anger she’d rarely experienced since the Orphanage.

But once the surgical team committed to the regrowth-in-situ-therapy, she was inside a clamshell, sealed off from viruses and disease, her body cared for, her muscles artificially stimulated to maintain some tone, and her every requirement tended to by automation. In effect, her body was turned off.

Her neural lace functioned perfectly. Hence, the world of numbers that surrounded her. She’d been transferred from the medical deck of a battlecruiser to the military hospital in the Navy Yard Orbital over New London; lacking outside stimuli, she ‘felt’ no difference in her environment, but noted that she was now in ‘real time’ with the government of the Directorate of Human Corporations (DHC) and the battery of AIs that directed the trade organisation’s bureaucracy and legal arm.

We need to stop saying we’re not a government, she thought, but she knew she was a maverick. The old money patricians, the thousand families who had, until very recently, controlled most of the money and banking interests across DHC Space, were very much averse to becoming a government or admitting to governmental powers. Until a century before, those same patricians had provided most of the officers for the so-called merchant service, DHC MASS, that was really very like a navy. Their dual control of finance and military merchant marine had ensured generations of dominance over the political scene, and they’d used the enmity of the ‘rival’ PTX, and fear of PTX growth, to stifle dissent.

The xenoglas flowed, the patricians grew richer, and just enough bold, brilliant women and men of the lower classes exploded into success to make the system seem fair. And the patricians had learned a few lessons from the Age of Chaos: they ensured universal health care for citizens, minimum incomes, state-sponsored education at every level, with retraining available for life. And xenoglas paid the bills.

Marca Nbaro, floating in a regeneration tank in the Navy Yard Hospital, lived this history every moment as she tried to create a different future for the DHC, and perhaps all of humanity, a few numbers at a time. She was using her enforced sequestration to learn things, like interstellar finance.

Mostly, interstellar finance.

Her first shock was the unreality of money. In both the DHC and the PTX, central banks controlled every aspect of the money supply. But the value of that money fluctuated; the DHC ducat had lost enormous ground to the PTX yuan during some phases of the Non-War, and then regained it rapidly as it became clear that the Dubai and the Athens were going to make it to New London with enormous cargoes of xenoglas. Fortunes were made and lost, speculating on currency. New regulations forbidding currency speculation had failed in the Great Council; Nbaro made a note to make sure they were proposed again.

The Fringe worlds hated the central banking system, and its financial controls, and its limitations on growth and entrepreneurial capital. That part, she understood.

The thing she couldn’t really get her head around at first was that most things that she thought of as being valuable had no concrete value in the eyes of financial markets. Rather, the value of a spaceship, an orbital, a building, or a cargo were all relative to the time, place, and emotional vagaries of the markets. Fortunes were made on the relative value of gold between a minehead on Milano and the futures market on New London.

Gold. And xenoglas. There were several other commodities that were as valuable, but gold, because the Starfish and the Bubbles both wanted it, and xenoglas, because it was still the basis of the human technological revolution, were the two things that drove markets. The minerals that allowed the construction and maintenance of starships were in the next tier, alongside agricultural products and energy companies.

She had plenty of money to play with, because, as it had turned out, she really was Nbaro Prima, and her parents’ vast wealth came to her with her seat on the council. It made her wince, because she was now one of them when she had never imagined herself in such a position. It seemed faintly ridiculous.

Did Morosini keep this wealth from me? Or did he save me from it?

Whatever the case, she had the money to play, even as she began to explore the moral ambiguity of markets in a society that had been created to be egalitarian.

Marca floated in her tank, learned the numbers, read a great deal of financial history, and then began to experiment. Her benchmark was the drop in the value of Sahel gold after the terrorist act on Old Terra that left her a cripple in a tank and murdered her whale.

The whale had nothing to do with any mining effort on Sahel or any of its satellites and was light years away, and yet, the whale’s death had triggered a sell-off of Sahel assets and lowered the price of gold.

Her faction – the ‘Starbursts’, as they were called in the press, because so many of their members were the heroes of the Non-War – had powerful allies. Twenty years before, as the AI cores gained power and attempted financial and political reforms, the patricians had attacked them, an event still remembered as the ‘Tapeworm Scandals’, which were represented very differently by the various participants. Patricians, widely known as the ‘Gilded’, claimed they were fighting for the freedom of all humanity from machine domination.

And they might even be said to have a point.

Marca Nbaro, whose patrician parents had died defending the AI cores, believed that the old money patricians had mainly sought to maintain their absolute grip on power. She wasn’t fully aware why her parents, who might have been Gilded, were fighting for the AIs. But her inclination, reinforced by the Non-War and her research, was that the Gilded were not patriots, but greedy rich people willing to betray every tenet of post-Age-of-Chaos morality to maintain power.

The Gilded had money and influence. And at least one AI.

The Starbursts had the other AIs and all the veterans of the Non-War.

A key facet of Nbaro’s explorations of the world of finance and numbers was the ancient law that prohibited AIs from direct participation in the manipulation of money. Enforcement of this regulation was difficult, but tradition played an important role and kept people, not machines, at the centre of capital. Of course, people could be advised by automation, but the organisations and individuals who placed their bets on the great roulette wheel of the New London Stock Exchange were entirely human.

At first, Marca Nbaro began to play the markets with money provided by Morosini. The sums were small, to Morosini. They were experimenting.

In fact, they had a host of secrets, which together gave them an almost unassailable advantage on the market. The most important secret was that Feather Dancer, the rogue Starfish, had produced over six hundred progeny in the safe ammoniac oceans of a nearby star. Even Nbaro didn’t know which ammoniac oceans, or which star.

But she did know that her husband, Horatio Dorcas, had trained a whole team of ‘interactions specialists’, as he styled them, and they were in daily communication with Feather Dancer’s colony. And their progeny were already producing xenoglas.

Inside the DHC.

Nbaro didn’t have control over her facial muscles to smile outwardly, but inwardly, she was a wolf trotting over the snow while her prey plunged through it, unable to run. Knowledge, in financial markets, proved to be power. The Gilded continued to play on xenoglas futures based on the performance of the greatships. The news that the Paris was late into Ultra, in the Anti-spinward Fringe, with holds full of xenoglas from the traditional rendezvous site at Trade Point sent the markets aflutter, and Nbaro played carefully.

‘We must not alert them that the world has changed,’ Morosini whispered in her neural lace. Not until we take them.

It was all linked. Sahel and Milano, Feather Dancer, the Starfish, the Bubbles.

The Gilded were playing for riches and power.

Nbaro was playing for time, and preparedness. Or, to be precise, Nbaro and her faction were playing to be prepared for the Aliens’ War. The Gilded refused to acknowledge that such an event was possible. Nbaro thought they were fools. She’d seen the aliens at first hand, and moreover, Morosini said that they were six, or just possibly eight, years from the next phase of the Aliens’ War.

And meanwhile, the various terrorists and freedom fighters and Fringers and their fellow-travellers were bio-bombing orbitals and trying to wrest independence from the system that had made them prosperous. They, in turn, were funded by the Gilded, who saw the creation of chaos as a precondition for tightening their own rule. And many of them were genuine patriots; the DHC was as capable of error as any other behemoth of government, and Nbaro might, if she’d been in control of her facial muscles, have winced as she read about some of the DHC’s interactions with Fringe governments.

Marca Nbaro floated, and her world was numbers, except when she sent terse messages to her allies. Several were to her voting surrogate, Thea Drake, about the appropriations for naval construction. The Starbursts wanted to expand the fleet’s military hardware. The Gilded fought new building tooth and nail as a useless expenditure that cut into profits. Nbaro used her own status as a victim of terrorism to raise public support for the naval appropriations.

In response, someone released the digital vid of her having sex with another midder at the Orphanage.

That person discovered that the AIs wouldn’t allow the vid to propagate or play anywhere in human space.

Various digital wars were fought over it by rival AIs on various digital battlefields.

She received a lengthy briefing from Koinet Legishon on the views of the voting shares of the DHC from Sahel and the SUA.

She took time from the ocean of numbers to send a brief note to her husband via the rapid message service.

‘Darling,

We’re coming to the crisis point – on resource extraction, on material readiness and starship construction, but most immediately, on the markets. We have to have the SUA on board. We need them sweet when we offer the same status to New India. We need some unity.

I know you know all this, but, my love, we need the whales.

WE NEED THE WHALES’
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Storkel thought that Ms Zhao was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen – at least, seen, outside the vids and holos he used to pass the time between stations. He bit down on that.

For her part, she seemed to radiate eagerness. ‘Mr Storkel?’ she said, with a decided accent. Anglatin was clearly not her first language. ‘I look forward to joining your ship.’ Her smile conveyed real pleasure – and reserve, at the same time.

They followed Tir Legishon out of the lobby of their hotel onto the main concourse, and then through what appeared to be an airlock. The lock shut behind them and a new series of hatches opened …

‘Don’t be alarmed,’ Dorcas said.

Storkel hadn’t been alarmed until then, but an uneasiness began to spread down his spine. Elmi-Mahmoud was still dressed for the sun lamps of the hotel, with a light cotton duster over her muscular shoulders, and had her head on a swivel. Badal-Mehra had looked gravely concerned, but now raised his hands in apparent delight.

‘It’s a shuttle!’ he said.

‘It is indeed,’ Legishon said. ‘Pardon me. Take hold.’

They touched something, and then the whole room moved.

It wasn’t a room; it was a crystal xenoglas-walled domed shuttle, and now it broke away from the side of Mombasa Orbital. Storkel guessed, from the complete lack of controls, that the little dome was a rich man’s toy; either entirely automated, or flown by remote, or …

‘I have a neural lace,’ Legishon said to Badal-Mehra.

‘We speak entirely freely here,’ Dorcas said. ‘Koinet can lock out everyone, including the Mombasa station AI.’

Legishon indicated seats that rose from the apparently carpeted floor. ‘The AG will compensate for the launch angle over the next few seconds – it’s still not perfect,’ he admitted, and indeed, Storkel’s stomach lurched several times as the ship’s computer tried to compensate for the complexities of physics, Newtonian and gravitational.

Legishon stared into space for a while and then smiled. Storkel felt as if he had some portion of his normal mass; he settled into the deep chair that rose from the floor.

Dorcas rose and sketched a shape in the air, which turned into a screen. On it was a looped video of the attack on the whale and the spectators at Maui, Hawaii.

‘About seven months ago,’ Dorcas said, ‘in relative time, that is – no time can be viewed as contemporaneous across stellar distances—’

‘Spare us,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said tartly.

Dorcas smiled. ‘Very well. Elements of a terrorist group on Old Terra murdered the whale that my partner, Marca Nbaro, had found for Koinet, here.’

Legishon nodded at being acknowledged. ‘We never expected resistance.’

Dorcas raised his hands. ‘We should have expected resistance.’ He glanced at Elmi-Mahmoud. ‘How’s our decoy ship doing?’ he asked.

Storkel felt a frisson of anger. ‘Ours?’ he asked.

Dorcas nodded. ‘You paid far less than the market price for an insertion-capable freighter, even without all the special features,’ he said.

Storkel spread his hands. ‘I thought—’

Dorcas smiled slightly. ‘You thought my wife did you a favour – and she did.’ He met Storkel’s eye. ‘But most political favours have strings attached, and this is one. Special Services wanted your ship as a stalking horse, since certain Fringer elements made very public statements about reclaiming it almost as soon as shots were fired at Ultra.’

‘Stalking horse?’ Storkel asked. He looked at Elmi-Mahmoud.

She shook her head. ‘Horatio, Mr Storkel made me from the first. I don’t think he’s ever been fooled.’ She looked at Storkel. ‘I’m sorry. You seem like a good guy, and this isn’t going to be a place for good guys.’

Storkel sat back. ‘Let me get this straight,’ he said. ‘Silver Star is my ship, but you’ve got me trailing her through the DHC to see who makes contact, or tries to kill me and steal my ship, or whatever?’

Dorcas looked at Legishon and then at Zhao, as if to reassure them, and then turned back to Storkel. ‘Yes. But you were supposed to have a good crew to help you,’ he said. ‘No one expected you to break dock at Nouveau Montreal and go off solo.’

‘You led us on quite a dance,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

Storkel took this in.

‘I’m quite sorry,’ Dorcas said. ‘I’ll apologise on behalf of Special Services, in fact. But we need your ship now. Events are driving us. And … I’m sorry to be blunt, but the fine print of your reserve commission says we don’t have to tell you when we reactivate your commission.’

‘In other words, I’m still under orders,’ Storkel said.

Dorcas looked uncomfortable, but after a moment he said, ‘Yes.’

Storkel felt remarkably calm. ‘Fine, I’m in.’ He looked at Dorcas. ‘Are we killing people?’

Dorcas shook his head. ‘Not directly. We’re going to … We’re going to get Koinet their whale. In the process, we hope to …’ Here, he paused. His slight smile disappeared and he looked forbidding. ‘We hope to focus our adversaries’ attention on this ship and its crew. We hope that they will see you as the main effort and react accordingly, which will bring them into the open where …’ He paused, as if he realised where his statement was going.

‘Where they can be eliminated,’ Storkel said.

‘The heart of the operation remains the movement of a breeding pair of whales,’ Dorcas said. He met Storkel’s eye. ‘Our adversaries have killed one whale, a dozen journalists, and made several attempts to kill everyone on San Marti Orbital. There have been other habitat attacks, so far, all foiled. Mr Storkel, these are the same human elements who tried to stop the Athens, and although we call them “Fringers” many of them are right here in the DHC. Most of the money in this destabilisation effort is coming from New London. And Sahel.’

‘Sure,’ Storkel nodded. ‘I have some grasp of the politics.’

‘Tell Dorcas about the sub-AI,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

Storkel spread his hands. ‘Did you compromise our sub-AI?’ he asked. ‘Because it has been tampered with. I think it’s sending out signals about our location.’

Dorcas blinked. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Brilliant.’ He shook his head. ‘No, that’s not us. That’s the opposition.’ He looked pleased.

Storkel turned his head to where Badal-Mehra sat quietly. ‘And you?’ he asked. ‘Reserve DHC?’

‘Captain-astrogator, retired,’ Badal-Mehra said. ‘But really, Skipper, it’s a pleasure to be in space again.’

Storkel felt as if he should be angry. But instead, he was obscurely pleased. ‘So … you all set me up, I followed contracts you laid out for me, and then …’ He nodded. ‘I get it. You wanted this ship for your whale plan. Because the bad guys know this is a Special Services ship, and because it has symbolic value for them, they’ll watch it, uncover your “plot” to get the whales, and come after it. You even installed a waterproof cargo bay.’

‘Exactly,’ Dorcas said. ‘Marca’s confidence in you was not misplaced. You are quite intelligent.’

‘Oh, goodness, I thought it was all luck,’ Storkel said with rich sarcasm. ‘And hopefully there’s someone coming to our rescue when the bad guys come for us?’

‘Oh, yes,’ Dorcas said. ‘May I take it from your use of the word “we” that you’re willing to take part?’

‘Oh, are you asking now?’ Storkel said with some asperity. Then he laughed. ‘Of course. I always wanted to be a spy.’

Ms Zhao spoke up for the first time. ‘Skipper, we are not spies. We’re patriots.’

‘Ms Zhao is here to represent the PTX. Our adversaries seem to cross the PTX–DHC boundary.’

Storkel glanced at her again. ‘You people know that my parents were Free-Earthers?’ he asked.

Dorcas nodded. ‘We do. It seems possible that you will be approached.’

Storkel shook his head.

‘All this to get a pod of whales.’

Dorcas looked at Legishon.

Legishon smiled. ‘Ms Nbaro is playing a long game,’ they said. ‘Whales are part of that game.’ They nodded at Storkel. ‘We have had months to set this up, Mr Storkel. We have a cargo of biologicals for Old Terra via a stop in Aleph; important botanicals for our project to restore the ecosystem in East Africa – and Iceland. You’ll have every reason to land, and some of the people receiving our botanicals are themselves … Well, they’re not Free Earth, but they have similar sympathies.’

Storkel’s eyes narrowed. ‘You want me to find you a whale or two from Iceland?’ he asked.

‘If we start asking in East Africa and spread our enquiries as far as Iceland,’ Dorcas said, ‘we’ll attract all the attention we can handle.’

Zhao spoke up. ‘East Africa had close ties with the PTX, Mr Storkel. It will all come together.’

Storkel looked through the clear xenoglas bubble at the immaculate gleam of the universe. The xenoglas was so clear that the universe seemed immediate, and the star field appeared to have depth, so that the viewer could imagine the immensity and the aeons it took light to cross it.

‘And then? After we get our whale?’ he asked.

Dorcas shook his head. ‘It won’t come to that,’ he said. ‘They will attempt to seize this ship and we’ll have them, and anyone connected to them. We’ll have a brand-new fifth-generation destroyer to do all the dirty work. DHC MASS Abraham Lincoln is on the way to Old Terra even now. That’s top secret, by the way.’

Storkel remembered Dorcas well from the Athens. It wasn’t that he disliked the man; indeed, there was something likeable about Dorcas’s childlike bluntness. His neurodivergence fitted him like a well-tailored suit. But he was arrogant, and under his attempt at bland professionalism, Storkel could feel the man’s anger.

‘How’s Nbaro?’ he asked.

Dorcas’s smile was thin. ‘She’s recovering,’ he said. ‘She almost died. She won’t be with us this trip. She’s … being rebuilt.’

Storkel scratched his chin. ‘Am I still skipper?’ he asked.

Dorcas was thoughtful. ‘Yes. Unless … Unless there are significant complications.’

Zhao spoke calmly. ‘Political complications. Otherwise, we will follow your orders.’

He looked around. ‘But this is a Special Services mission,’ he said.

Zhao’s arrogance matched that of Horatio Dorcas. ‘It is a joint mission,’ she said.

Storkel laughed aloud. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I volunteer to command it.’
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The insertion out of Sahel was uneventful, at least in part because the Silver Star suddenly had a crew of talented spacers and the watch rotation was almost civilised. Ms Zhao could stand any watch, and her sheer joy in doing so was a pleasure to behold. Storkel turned over to her several hours before Insertion, watched her beam with pleasure as she donned the command VR helmet, and then slipped away to his daily game with Elmi-Mahmoud.

‘That woman is wasted as a politician,’ Storkel said to Elmi-Mahmoud.

Elmi-Mahmoud shrugged. ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘All I see is PTX spook.’

‘Now who sees spooks behind every bulkhead?’ Storkel asked.

Elmi-Mahmoud made a face. ‘And who was right on the money?’ she asked.

‘Fair point,’ he acknowledged. ‘She doesn’t look like a spook to me.’

‘I’m not sure you’re looking at her in quite the same way you looked at me,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said, and swatted him lightly.

He laughed in acknowledgement and they went back to their game, refighting Antietam, a forgotten action in a forgotten war on the continent of North America. Elmi-Mahmoud insisted on playing the Confederate Army of Robert E. Lee. ‘All of the Africans lived in the Confederacy,’ she said.

Storkel wasn’t sure she had her loyalties right, according to what he’d read, but the battle was the usual bloodbath.

‘How’d anybody survive to even have an Age of Chaos?’ he asked.

Elmi-Mahmoud, whose Confederates were dying by the thousand in repeated counter-attacks around the Dunker Church, agreed. ‘At least in modern times we have food and environmental control right up until our blood is boiled by radioactivity,’ she said.

‘Wow, that’s a perspective,’ Storkel said. His smile was grim. ‘Unless we’re left floating with our engines destroyed, to run out of air or starve. Or maybe just a light radiation dose …’ He drew a finger across his neck, smiled at her grimace, and went to his rack, where tiny needles filled him full of jump-juice.

Insertion.

The dreams were bad – worse, if anything. He awoke to the screams of his murdered dead, and they took seconds to recede. He’d missed his appointment with a shrink at Mombasa Orbital and now he was very sorry he had.

Badal-Mehra continued to work his magic. Full of fuel and with a professional astrogator, they hit the Madagascar system just nine days and a hard deceleration from their next insertion point. They all worked around the sub-AI, and Dorcas watched them do it and made notes.

The cargo hold was full of biologicals again: acacia trees in root bulbs, a row of retro-engineered baobabs, and over forty magnificent Dracaena cinnabari, or dragon blood trees, two of which were near adulthood and filled the hold lengthwise; cabinets and freight containers held seeds and support programmes. They had a more pedestrian cargo, in the form of almost two tonnes of coffee beans from Madagascar, and a dozen prefab metre-by-metre crates containing ‘luxury items’ for a consignee on Aleph. The hold was still pleasant, and the crew often had a meal amid the African trees.

The dragon blood trees didn’t like the hard deceleration, and the two-hundred-and-ten-hour crossing expanded to two hundred and fifty hours when Elmi-Mahmoud reported the cracking sounds coming from the tree trunks at 3 g. Otherwise, the crossing of Haqq space was uneventful.

At no point did the AG give a flicker. The white light didn’t flash on the command station armrest.

After a few days of routine operations and observation, Dorcas spent most of his time with the sub-AI and the auxiliary computer that Storkel had installed. Storkel sat with him for the first hour, but the man used his neural lace to work and sat silently, cross-legged, a sort of digital monk. After a while Storkel left him to it.

In hour two forty-four, Storkel checked his velocity and course three times against a handwritten note from Badal-Mehra, and then against the astrogation program from his sub-AI and against his own calculations, and engaged his engines for the insertion to Barcino. The stents punctured his body, the drugs hit …

Insertion.

Barcino looked like a blue pearl, it was so close. A little too close: they were within half a million kilometres of a gravity well, and their velocity and acceleration were very high.

They were inside a traffic control zone and moving very fast, and they were met by a barrage of protests, complaints, and threats of fines. Storkel opened his gummy eyes to a screen already crowded with traffic control demands.

The dead crew of the Sorbonne were still whispering their curses as he muttered ‘Fuck.’ And then, tabbing Badal-Mehra’s cabin, he growled, ‘Astrogator to the bridge.’

Their acceleration was very high indeed. Even with the anti-grav engaged, Storkel could feel at least 2 g and maybe more. He immediately killed the engines, and they were ‘on the float’. He spent a few minutes looking at his fuel and their velocity.

The white LED light was blinking on his armrest. The sub-AI had done something …

Badal-Mehra belied his age by the speed with which he moved, and he was on the bridge in five minutes, by which time Storkel had practised his apologetic tone with a trio of space traffic controllers.

‘Care to comment?’ he asked. He’d had minutes to consider the likelihood that Badal-Mehra was actually responsible; it seemed unlikely, as they’d all checked.

Badal-Mehra sat very carefully at his station and plugged into the VR helmet there. He was already shaking his head.

‘That shouldn’t even have been possible …’ he said. ‘Gadhalund!’ he spat in his native Hindi. ‘These aren’t my co-ordinates …’

Dorcas appeared at the bridge hatch. ‘What happened?’ he asked.

‘We … misjumped. I think.’ Storkel was still looking at data.

Dorcas blinked. ‘That shouldn’t be possible,’ he said, and sank into an acceleration couch.

In another minute Zhao appeared in a silk robe, moving carefully along the bridge-edge handholds. Storkel tried to ignore her slim figure while he combed through the sub-AI’s data. The small white LED continued to blink; he tapped his teeth with his light pen, rubbed the bridge of his nose …

Dorcas looked up.

Storkel’s tab beeped inside his headset.

I’ve isolated the immediate problem. I suspect we have much bigger problems. Dorcas.

Storkel sighed.

An hour later, with traffic control mollified and a heavy burn instituted to slow them down and turn them out of the traffic lanes, Storkel lay on his back in 2 g patiently wrapping each branch of the dragon blood trees while Elmi-Mahmoud and Zhao carefully strung flexible nylon cord to rings set in the inner hull of the cargo hold. Dorcas was passing 3D digital illustrations of the critical reinforcement points from his neural lace to their tabs. Badal-Mehra had the bridge.

‘I didn’t expect to cross space to be a gardener,’ Zhao said. Her face showed the strain of moving without support at 2 g; her lithe frame wasn’t as good at supporting the extra weight as Elmi-Mahmoud’s squarer frame. All of them were sweating freely.

‘Couldn’t we delay the burn until we’re done with this?’ Elmi-Mahmoud asked.

‘Space traffic control would have our heads,’ Storkel grunted. Just holding his hands up over his body, wrapping nylon tape around a tree limb, was like lifting the heaviest weights with which he trained. ‘We have to show them we are complying. We’re inside controlled space at above-normal velocity …’

Zhao squeaked a curiously high-pitched laugh, but it sounded genuine. ‘I am happy to see,’ she said carefully, ‘that arrogant bureaucracy is a human trait that extends beyond mere culture.’

Elmi-Mahmoud barked a laugh, a miracle in heavy g. ‘Got that right, sister,’ she said.

Dorcas, the tallest of them, stood up slowly and began running nylon cord into the overhead. He moved well, despite the acceleration, and Storkel tried not to be impressed by the man’s ability to work in these conditions while still processing on his neural lace.

‘So,’ Dorcas said, ‘I suggested this so-called emergency task to give us an excuse to gather in an unmonitored space.’ He grunted as he lifted his arms over his head and then paused, testing his balance. ‘First, and most important, the system masquerading as the sub-AI is anything but. It is, in fact, a fully functional AI. Almost everything we see it doing is contained in an outer shell.’

‘Yikes,’ Storkel said.

‘It was rather clever of you, Thor, to install a computer to monitor its power consumption. I do not think it noticed anything about that. Even now, after it pushed us into a mis-jump, I think it continues to believe we know nothing about its existence.’ He was silent for a moment as he threaded his nylon line through a ringbolt and then tied it off.

‘You’re sure the missed insertion was caused by this AI?’ Zhao asked. She paused. ‘We’re really facing an AI?’

Dorcas bent carefully, lowering himself on one knee. He reached for the next cord and Zhao put it in his hand. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Yes, somehow the Fringers have put a hostile AI on board. Or rather, unlocked an existing capability, or that’s my read. It is somewhat intuitive and inexact.’

‘How very distressing,’ Zhao managed.

‘I can kill it,’ Storkel said.

Everyone stopped moving.

Dorcas said, ‘Do tell.’

Elmi-Mahmoud smiled. ‘He’s very clever,’ she said to Dorcas, who smiled back at her.

‘I put a kill switch on the bridge power line,’ he said.

Dorcas whistled. ‘Nice. Let’s save that.’

Zhao paused in her task and turned – slowly, given the circumstances. ‘You think there’s another way?’ she asked. And then, looking at Storkel, she said, ‘You are clever, indeed.’

Dorcas might have liked to shrug, but gravity was against him. ‘Give me a little time to try and suborn it,’ he said. ‘If we could deceive it – or rather, undeceive it – it could be very useful to us.’

Elmi-Mahmoud managed something very like a snort. ‘You’re going to coerce an AI?’ she asked.

‘Thor isn’t the only one who’s clever,’ Dorcas said.

‘Do you know the word “hubris”, Mr Dorcas?’ Elmi-Mahmoud asked.

Dorcas nodded. ‘I do. I even know that it means a defiance of the gods.’ His smile was quick and unstrained, despite the deceleration.

‘That’s me told,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘Can we at least keep Thor’s off switch handy?’

‘Very practical,’ Dorcas said. He and Zhao each tied off another cord.

‘What are you planning to do, if I may ask?’ Zhao commented.

Dorcas lowered himself carefully to a crouching position. ‘I’m going to build it a false universe and trap it inside,’ he said.

That statement had the effect of chilling further conversations. But the trees were reinforced in another half-hour, and then Badal-Mehra gave them time to get to their couches and increased the deceleration to 3 g. Storkel lay in his couch and watched a closed-circuit TV camera focused on the dragon blood trees. At his orders, deceleration was increased gradually to 4 g and then five, at which point everyone was confined to their couches and communication was only by tab. On the bridge, Badal-Mehra, as astrogator of record, was forced to deliver a report on the possible causes of ‘his’ missed insertion, about which he grumbled in Anglatin, Antique English and Hindi.

Zhao tabbed Storkel.

Why did you install a power kill switch? she asked.

There were signs that either the sub-AI wasn’t rational, or had its own agenda. He paused, considered, and then went on, But I suffer from some PTSD-related paranoia and I wasn’t … sure.

Several minutes passed, and he authorised another slight deceleration, watched the strain come up on the branches of the trees, and winced.

He sent to Badal-Mehra, That’s the best we can do with the cargo.

Badal-Mehra said, We’re well within compliance standards now. But we’re going to need to refuel, and that means the gas giant; days added to our trip.

Storkel was still considering that when Zhao came back. I’m sometimes afraid of the dark, now, she said. Too long without enough O2, or so I’m told.

Storkel looked at the new course around the system, decelerating all the way into the atmosphere of the gas giant. It was going to be a long week.

And it was. Storkel watched the readouts from his private computer, looking for a sudden surge in power that might mean the rogue AI was coming after them, or Dorcas, or …

Despite his touch of paranoia, he slept. He woke feeling exhausted, to run scenarios about what would happen when the rogue AI discovered that Dorcas was manipulating it. He wondered exactly what Dorcas was doing. He thought he had a good idea.

Dorcas?

Yes?

When we stop decelerating, you’re going to want to have an EVA?

Exactly, Dorcas sent back.

I can help, Storkel sent.

As it proved, seventy hours from refuelling they had their velocity where they needed it to be. Storkel planned to fly the refuelling himself, with Elmi-Mahmoud standing at the physical off switch. In the meantime, Dorcas and Storkel went out on EVA and began moving from antenna to antenna. Dorcas had small black boxes, neatly numbered: one each for every antenna on the hull.

They touched helmets. ‘You guessed what I was doing?’ Dorcas asked.

Storkel said, ‘There aren’t that many ways to fool an AI.’

Dorcas barked his odd laugh.

They got to work. The relatively small hull of the Silver Star nonetheless had thousands of antennas. Dorcas must have run the replicator in the machine shop non-stop during the in-system deceleration.

‘Let me guess,’ Storkel asked. ‘You got the AI to build them for you.’

‘Oh, no.’ Dorcas chuckled. ‘I asked your machine to build them while I showed the AI some pretty pictures. It no longer has any idea of what’s going on aft of frame 147.’

‘And if you were caught?’ Storkel asked the next time they touched helmets.

‘An interesting, even fascinating question,’ Dorcas agreed. ‘A flash of white light, or a gradual death by asphyxiation, or even an attempt to suborn us?’

Storkel wasn’t sure he fully appreciated Dorcas’s so-called sense of humour. He was a little cold, out there on the hull, watching the universe expand. The gas giant was rising over the starboard side; he looked at its magnificence for a while, and then placed boxes on another two hundred and fifty antennas, attaching them at the input point. All in all, even when Zhao and Elmi-Mahmoud joined them, it took almost nine hours, and Storkel’s back was afire by the time they were done.

He told Badal-Mehra they were performing routine maintenance. He didn’t have any particular reason to distrust the man, but he still didn’t like Badal-Mehra, despite his skills.

He took a shower, and managed, despite his fears, nine hours of excellent sleep. When he awoke, his lower back still hurt, but a few tablets later he felt better than he’d managed in weeks.

The gas giant filled his forward screens; its gravity was already embracing them.

Dorcas came to the bridge. ‘The others are asleep,’ he said. His tab said, ‘Cawo is ready.’

‘You are walling Badal-Mehra out,’ Storkel said, looking at his tab, intrigued that Dorcas apparently had the same instinct he did himself.

‘He’s not Special Services. He was added after … after an accident on Nouveau Montreal.’ Dorcas glanced at him. ‘You ran off with the ship, and our astrogator was injured in a freak accident. Badal-Mehra was available and loyal.’

‘But you don’t trust him?’ Storkel asked.

Dorcas shrugged. ‘He is fully vetted, and a veteran officer. But he doesn’t need to know.’ He paused. ‘Do you disagree?’

‘No,’ Storkel said. He wondered what Dorcas wasn’t telling him, and then let that thought go as general paranoia.

An hour later, they started their dive. Storkel relieved Badal-Mehra and flew it himself, calculating the descent angle, making re-entry with the minimum of fuss. All over the hull, the antennas retracted, leaving the ship blind as they hit the swirling gases of the upper atmosphere.

A countdown appeared in Storkel’s vision. He knew what it was; he was impressed by Dorcas’s preparations. He also noticed that the bridge hatch was open and a nylon cord ran from Dorcas’s left hand out the hatch.

A physical link to Elmi-Mahmoud, he reckoned. Foolproof, analogue. A pull on the cord and she’d throw the switch.

He shook his head. And then, on schedule, opened the refuelling scoops. The hull began to vibrate.

His countdown passed through ten, nine, eight …

Three, two, one, zero.

Nothing happened. He began to breathe easier.

He spent the next two hours flying the refuelling. It was, in a way, deeply satisfying, the most routine of Flight Six duties repeated in a ship a hundred times the size of a Flight Six spaceframe, but still much the same. Inside the hull, pumps turned on and a refining plant turned over, guaranteeing them a supply of monoatomic hydrogen.

He flew on in a sort of fugue. When the tanks were full an alarm sounded, and he began the ascent out of the atmosphere. They’d been lucky; they’d planned well. No high-altitude storm had wrecked their course or prevented refuelling. Now he looked for Badal-Mehra’s new course out of the gravity well, and aimed for the centre of Badal-Mehra’s pipe of ascension strategies.

He clenched and unclenched his hands a few times as the fatigue hit him.

Everyone but Badal-Mehra, who’d gone to his rest, was on the bridge. The AG was working well and everyone was sitting at their stations. Zhao looked up, saw him, and smiled. ‘He’s back,’ she said. And then, to him, she said, ‘You know, you’re not the only pilot aboard.’

Storkel flexed his cramped fingers again. He didn’t control the Silver Star by flying a yoke on which he pushed and pulled – that was his old spaceframe in Flight Six – but still his fingers were cramped. He must have clenched them at his sides.

He swung his legs over the edge of the command couch and ordered it to become a chair. ‘Any changes?’ he asked.

Dorcas smiled. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘we’re probably the only ship in DHC Space without a sub-AI.’

‘You got it?’ Storkel asked.

‘I believe it’s cocooned in its own world,’ Dorcas said. ‘When you re-extended the antennas, my little robots took over its exterior feed.’

‘Ouch,’ Storkel said. ‘And interior?’

‘Replaying various systems from recordings made the last eight months,’ Dorcas said. ‘It won’t last forever, but it should get us through the mission. It will figure us out eventually. But if I can get us alongside the Abraham Lincoln at Old Terra, I can use the Lincoln’s AI to coerce it.’

‘And in the meantime,’ Zhao said, ‘we’re flying everything by eye?’

Dorcas shook his head. ‘Mr Storkel’s second computer will keep us all honest.’

Storkel nodded. ‘We’re still going to have to do a great many things in very old-fashioned ways,’ he said.

‘I’ll get the sextant,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

That proved to be true, and Storkel said it often as they did their own maths, or opened and closed hatches by hand instead of sensor, or performed a hundred other tasks. Storkel and Zhao took turns cooking in the galley, as the secondary computer lacked the skills.

Storkel spent a fair amount of time writing and checking code. His first task was to make sure they had functioning acceleration couches, and he was running tests when Badal-Mehra appeared on the bridge.

‘Since we have to do everything by hand,’ Badal-Mehra said, ‘I’d like permission for an EVA. I’d like to look at the Tanaka drive alignment.’

‘That’s my department,’ Storkel said. He felt criticised.

‘After the last insertion, I’d like to examine everything. I am required to file a report – we were inside a gravity well and inside traffic control at emersion. There will be an inquiry.’

‘What’s the date on your last EVA qual?’ Elmi-Mahmoud asked.

Badal-Mehra paused, looked stricken, and then a rare look of anger crossed his face, quickly hidden.

Storkel noted it, though. Interesting.

‘I’m probably out of qual,’ the man admitted.

Storkel tabbed Elmi-Mahmoud, who was in the gym. Wes needs an EVA qual, he said.

Elmi-Mahmoud appeared on screen. ‘We’ll re-qual you, Wes. Maybe even get in some shooting practice, eh? Eh, Thor?’ Elmi-Mahmoud winked at them, and Storkel smiled back.

‘Roger that. We have days. Put it on the schedule.’

I’m also probably out of qualification, Zhao tabbed. And I love being outside. I love looking at space.

I have a feeling we can’t just call up your last qualification on the computer, Elmi-Mahmoud sent back.

Zhao laughed. Probably not, she sent, and logged off.

Storkel had got back into his workout routine, after dropping it for far too long, and he enjoyed it thoroughly: a lot of bands in various combinations, some Zhandou Shou he’d picked up in Service, a mixture of martial arts katas and yoga that made him feel graceful and capable. He’d just got to the stick/sword forms; he discovered that he didn’t really remember them well, and he’d called them up on his tab when he realised that Zhao was there, just on the other side of the two dragon blood trees that currently ran the long ways in the cargo compartment, dividing it roughly in half. As they were under AG, the trees lay alongside his workout machines. He preferred the garden in the cargo bay to the sterile gym he’d created up topside. He didn’t think anyone else did.

Zhao ducked under the two tree trunks. ‘Do you know the pair drill?’ she asked, picking up a bokken.

Storkel grunted. ‘I didn’t even know there was a pair drill,’ he said.

‘I’ll teach you,’ she said, and she did. She was very good, flowing from pose to pose, garde to garde; his feeling of being graceful vanished, but she was a good teacher, patient, thorough, and he’d had enough experience that in an hour, he could move with her, cutting as she parried, making his own covers – all scripted, in a way, and yet each action logical.

‘Do you know what this kata teaches?’ she asked. She was covered in sweat, he was happy to see; he didn’t mind her superiority in the lesson, but he hated to think she was better at everything.

Storkel stepped back and tried for humour. ‘Never try to learn a new form at the end of your workout?’ he suggested. ‘Always lock the gym door?’

‘You’re not tired,’ she said.

He shrugged. ‘I’m on watch in forty minutes. No, I don’t know what this teaches.’

‘It’s the transition from long play to close play; from fighting to hit your opponent’s hands or land a thrust, to a grapple or disarm.’ She smiled. ‘Do the last bit again.’ She named it, in what he assumed to be Old Japanese. He stood in waki no kamae, stick well back. ‘Are you about to do something terrible to me?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ she said. She licked her lips.

He raised both eyebrows and made his cut, low to high. He made it at a good low speed, and she crossed it, stepping in. Her left hand took his right wrist, her sword and right arm went across his body, and her knee came in behind his knee as she threw him to the mat. He landed well – he’d done some aikido in his younger days – but she had his sword.

‘Well, well,’ he said with a grin. He rolled to his feet. ‘I thought that was the end of the kata.’

‘Only the beginning of the next kata,’ she said. She wore the same enthusiastic smile that she wore on the bridge.

He nodded. He was aware that she wore an athletics top and briefs, revealing her muscled body; he wore only an old pair of briefs. She was oblivious; he felt a fool and moved back stiffly.

‘I could teach you,’ she said.

‘I’d love that,’ he said, determined to buy some workout clothes at the next station.

Later, he shared coffee with Elmi-Mahmoud as she was going off watch. This had become a routine for the two of them; they still had a table at the end of the cargo bay, and they’d bring their coffees to it.

‘You’re comfortable with my paranoia,’ Storkel said suddenly.

‘It’s been mighty like good critical thinking so far,’ she said, making a face.

Storkel winced. ‘You weren’t here when I was hearing voices and screams.’

She shrugged. ‘Whatever. PTSD is real. I know.’

He nodded. ‘So … can you tell me why you had to leave the ship at Nouveau Montreal?’

‘Come on, Thor. You know that one. You were there.’

He shook his head. ‘I assumed you got a message.’

She fidgeted. ‘I’m really not supposed to discuss sources and methods.’

He leaned forward. ‘Cawo … humour me, OK? We emerge in-system. You get an encrypted message, right? To make a meeting?’ He held out his hands. ‘I don’t really know how spying works outside of dramas.’

She leaned back, sipped her coffee, and tossed her hair around a few times. ‘So … let’s be hypothetical.’

‘Sure,’ he allowed.

‘So, imagine that you are a Special Services officer. You have missions and operations, right? But you also usually maintain a string of contacts. Some are very important, some are not, and some are merely annoying.’

‘Sounds like real life.’

‘Sure is.’ She smiled, and then folded the smile away. ‘If one of the important ones messages you, you respond, no matter what you’re doing. Even in the middle of another op.’

‘So this hypothetical Spec Services officer is pretending to be crew on a freighter and she’s passing through a system and suddenly somebody hits her with a signal to meet.’

‘We call it a “routine emergency”,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said with a hard smile.

‘And then this guy tried to kill you.’

‘Isn’t this hypothetical?’ she asked. ‘I don’t know if he was trying to kill me. He was for sure not doing what he’d been taught, and his so-called friends went for you. It all went to shit.’ She shrugged. ‘Everyday life.’

He couldn’t let go of his idea. ‘In this hypothetical scenario, was your “routine emergency” a native of the Montreal System?’

She wrinkled her nose. ‘Nope. And before you ask, Montcalm commented on it, and I noted it in my report. He was there hunting me. Or that’s what it looks like.’ She was watching him carefully, and she’d put her empty coffee cup back on its small saucer. ‘What are you thinking, Skipper?’

He finished his, right to the dregs. ‘I’m thinking I’m paranoid, and riding a ship with a rogue AI is not helping me sleep.’ He raised his hands as if in surrender. ‘I’m not ready to tell you, because it’s so crazy that I’m afraid you’ll think I’m crazy.’

She smiled. ‘What if I already think you’re crazy?’

He laughed.

‘Do you work out with Zhao?’ she asked without preamble.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘She’s teaching me a bunch of kata.’

Elmi-Mahmoud smiled. ‘She’s got as many muscles as I do,’ she said. ‘I think she’s spec ops.’

‘Now who’s paranoid?’ he asked. ‘She definitely knows her martial arts, but isn’t that a class thing for them?’

She shrugged.

He nodded. ‘Right. And/or she’s spec ops.’

She smiled. ‘I love it when you listen to me. OK, just keep an eye on her. And I don’t mean your filthy hetero eye.’

‘Filthy hetero eye?’ he asked. ‘My intentions are strictly honourable. In addition to which, she’s, like, the Emperor’s niece.’

‘Something like that,’ Elmi-Mahmoud agreed. ‘She has no business being here.’

Storkel found himself defending the PTX officer. ‘She almost died with Nbaro. I think maybe that made it personal.’

Elmi-Mahmoud grinned. ‘You’re cute when you have a crush.’

‘Sure you’re not just jealous?’ Storkel shot back, used to this kind of banter from the squadron. He was pretty sure that Elmi-Mahmoud inclined towards other women, but he wasn’t sure, and he walked softly. But the two of them were edging towards ‘old friends’.

‘Hey, do you want to share your new ident?’ he asked quietly.

She frowned, then smiled, and silently handed him a DHC legal ident. He had to laugh aloud – it was a master’s licence in her new name. She laughed with him.

He noted that her first name remained Cawo.

He went on watch. It occurred to him that Cawo, who he had begun to regard as a true friend, was in fact jealous. Storkel rewrote the watch schedule so that four of them could EVA at the same time, while maintaining the watch, while indulging in a rare bout of social introspection. He trusted Elmi-Mahmoud. Or whatever her new name was.

He really knew nothing about her, including her sexual inclinations. He didn’t know her service record, he didn’t know her history, her family – except that her father had inclined to Arabian culture. He did know she loved coffee.

She’s a spook.

I’m on a ship full of spooks. A little paranoia is allowed.

Still, he considered whether he’d hurt her feelings. Her laughter seemed genuine.

Storkel wasn’t given to social self-torture. He’d considered it – now he let it go.

Two more days passed, and Dorcas rarely emerged from his trance, even to eat.

‘You’re going to starve,’ Storkel said as they passed in a corridor. Storkel was on his way to work out.

Dorcas shook his head. ‘Unlikely. It takes weeks to starve—’

‘Horatio,’ Storkel said. ‘That was a deliberate exaggeration to get your attention.’

‘Oh,’ Dorcas said. ‘Yes, Marca does that too.’

‘As your skipper, however temporarily, I feel that you should at least be consuming ration bars. Every day.’ Storkel smiled his Truekner ‘I’m giving an order paired with a can we still be friends? smile.’

Dorcas looked at him a moment and nodded. ‘Of course, you are correct.’ He paused, as if he had something to say, and Storkel killed his impatience to get to his workout. ‘What?’ he asked.

‘The AI is …’ Dorcas paused. ‘I am not sure it is fully deceived.’

Storkel nodded. ‘I saw the energy spike this morning.’

Dorcas nodded. ‘I feel that I must stay on watch. It can’t get loose, even for a picosecond. Could you take me off the bridge watch schedule?’

Storkel nodded. ‘Sure. But I want you to wear a monitor.’

Dorcas waved a hand airily. ‘I don’t need to be monitored.’

‘I’m paranoid.’ Storkel smiled. ‘And I really want to know you’re alive and at your post.’

Dorcas blinked. ‘That’s dark,’ he allowed. ‘You think the AI has a human agent? Do you have a candidate in mind?’

Storkel considered answering that, then decided that Dorcas would probably figure it out for himself. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘But I have no evidence. Yet.’

Dorcas raised one eyebrow. ‘Fascinating,’ he said. ‘I’ll wear a monitor.’

Storkel took that as a kind of compliment.

It took another three watch rotations to get everyone out on the hull. Elmi-Mahmoud had spent her spare time making targets, small plastic balls that had microchips embedded in them and emitted gas at random intervals. As long as the ship moved at a steady velocity, the balls would stay with the ship, moving randomly.

Elmi-Mahmoud took all of them through a lengthy set of EVA drills, to which Storkel added an abandon ship drill. When everyone had re-established their EVA qualifications, Zhao and Elmi-Mahmoud began to compete in an almost dangerous way, tossing target balls into the immensity of space and then shooting them down with gauss rifles.

The helmet chatter reminded Storkel of zero-g drop-shaft-ball competitions, complete with the trash talk.

‘Oh, nice. You terrified it.’ Elmi-Mahmoud sneered when Zhao’s first shot missed.

‘Perhaps you feel sorry for your little creations?’ Zhao retorted when Elmi-Mahmoud missed.

In fact, the targets were too random, and very difficult to hit indeed. The two women began to concentrate, and the targets burned in satisfying bursts of light as they were hit, and the tone changed.

Storkel was no longer watching. He was moving aft, checking a list of antennas he had on his repair list. Badal-Mehra watched the competition for a while and then left as well, clumping heavily down the hull towards his beloved Tanaka drive vanes.

Storkel watched him for a while, and then turned back to the two women, who were still shooting. They were placing bets now. Storkel called up some aft cameras, a little concerned for the elderly Badal-Mehra.

‘You OK back there?’ he asked on helmet comms. ‘You look as if you’re bent over.’

Badal-Mehra straightened up. ‘I’m fine.’

‘Blood pressure’s high,’ Storkel said. ‘I’d like to ask you to go back inside.’

Badal-Mehra paused. Storkel could imagine the man’s anger flashing across his face; it was right there in his biometrics. ‘I’m fine,’ he said.

‘Mr Badal-Mehra, that’s not a recommendation. That’s an order. Look at your biometrics, please.’ Storkel had a command voice. It wasn’t loud, but it was effective.

Still, Badal-Mehra hesitated. ‘I can …’

Storkel began to walk aft across the hull. ‘I’m coming to get you.’

‘No, damn it.’ Badal-Mehra stood up and began clumping around one of the stern assemblies that looked like a shark’s fin. ‘I’m coming. I’m sorry, sir.’

Badal-Mehra’s heartbeat was very rapid. Storkel watched as the man emerged from the cover of the shark’s fin, and he went aft and palmed the airlock so that it was open. ‘Please make yourself available in your quarters when I come inside,’ Storkel said with icy formality.

‘Yes, sir.’ Badal-Mehra sounded miserable. ‘I was just—’

‘On your way,’ Storkel said. He palmed the airlock hatch closed.

He watched the two women shoot for several minutes. They’d mastered the little targets, and he figured out their trick, too.

Elmi-Mahmoud turned her whole body to face him. ‘Care to try your hand at this, Skipper?’ she asked.

He shook his head. ‘No, thanks. I have you two to protect me. I’m headed in. I’m a little worried about Badal-Mehra.’

‘We only have three of these little toys left,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. She tossed one, hard; it vented a little gas, and Zhao shot it, just twenty metres off the hull.

‘Pretty,’ Storkel said.

Storkel sat down opposite his astrogator, poured himself a bulb of water, and sat back. ‘That was very close to disobeying a direct order,’ he said.

Badal-Mehra had on a mask of formality. He was older; he’d been a captain, vastly senior to any rank Storkel had ever held. He was imposing, with his silver hair, his tall build, his erect carriage. ‘I think you exaggerate,’ he said. ‘And, pardon me, Skipper, but you have not been much for orders and obedience before this. You took me by surprise.’

Storkel made himself think of the older man as if he was one of the able spacers, all astro-bosun’s mates, that had filled his division aboard the Athens. They’d all excelled at making excuses.

‘What surprised me was that a spacer of your experience had to be ordered inside when you were showing extreme fatigue,’ Storkel said. ‘And pardon me, but “looking at the Tanaka drive vanes” is a poor excuse, especially as you never engaged your camera.’

Badal-Mehra had that flare of anger cross his face again, and then he slumped. ‘I hate being old,’ he admitted. ‘Yes, Skipper, that was sloppy of me, and I was not fully aware of my own condition.’

Storkel sat back. ‘Very well. We won’t have this conversation again, I hope.’ He trotted out a smile. ‘I’d like to remind you – maybe you don’t know – that we have camera coverage for every centimetre of the hull. You can access it all; it may be a little more difficult with the sub-AI off the air, but I can arrange for you to look at the live feed if you like. You can copy it all and append it to any report you make without going out on the hull.’

Badal-Mehra nodded. ‘Thanks, Skipper. I’m a bewakoof. I should have … well. I will use the cameras.’

Storkel nodded, and rose to his feet. ‘Excellent. I’m sorry we had to have this conversation.’ He left Badal-Mehra’s stateroom.

Insertion for New London was smooth; for Storkel, it was nightmare-free. He awoke to good news: a precise alignment put them just a few days from the insertion point for the relatively long jump to Aleph. He tabbed his congratulations to Badal-Mehra, hoping the man didn’t harbour any ill will. The age barrier was one that Storkel didn’t really understand, although he did understand the man’s frustration. Storkel was beginning to feel the various tensons of middle age: the reduction in his feeling of immortality, for example.

Dorcas was still on his own watch.

Storkel got a shower and some coffee, and then went and sat on the deck beside the tall aristocrat.

‘Horatio,’ he said.

Dorcas opened his eyes. ‘Ah. Thor. A good insertion, I think.’

Storkel glanced at the closed hatch, reassuring himself that they were private. ‘We’re in New London,’ he said. ‘We could run alongside Athens or even New London Shipyard. You don’t need to do this.’

Dorcas frowned. ‘That would give the game away, don’t you think?’ he asked. ‘A merchant ship with no cargo for New London, docking with the mighty Athens? Or a military shipyard?’ He waved at his head. ‘I’m in contact with Morosini.’ He smiled, a real smile that reached his eyes and changed his face. ‘And Marca. We can talk in almost real time.’

Storkel knew love when he saw it. ‘That sounds nice,’ he said, imagining two people with neural laces and what they could probably do. Actually, on balance, he probably couldn’t imagine.

Storkel stretched. ‘Mighty Special Services can’t come up with a clandestine method of getting you some help with the rogue AI?’ he asked.

Dorcas turned his head for the same time, his odd, light-coloured eyes locking with Storkel’s. ‘What if I were to tell you that Special Services has … some elements … that might not agree with this mission?’

‘Is this hypothetical?’ Storkel asked.

‘No,’ Dorcas said. Dorcas was almost never hypothetical.

Storkel took several breaths. ‘You mean, we’re on our own?’

Dorcas turned his head back to contemplate the universe. ‘Not exactly. But we cannot add new elements to this operation without increasing the possibility of detection.’ He glanced around as if he, too, was afraid of being overheard. ‘I have received some palpable aid from Morosini.’

‘So, you’re just going to ride this monster?’ Storkel asked. ‘Until we reach Old Terra?’

‘Are you planning to continue watching Badal-Mehra?’ Dorcas asked. ‘He is the one you suspect, is he not?’

‘You aren’t just a pretty face,’ Storkel said.

‘Marca says I’m quite attractive, in an odd way.’ Dorcas’ voice was gentle, unassuming. ‘I assure you that Badal-Mehra is a veteran officer of unimpeachable loyalty.’

Storkel nodded. ‘I am suffering from a light case of paranoia probably related to PTSD,’ he said. ‘Humour me.’

Dorcas looked at him again. ‘I do see the signs you see,’ he agreed. ‘It should not be possible. But I, too, have doubts.’
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The transit of New London was almost too rapid, in that, in one of humanity’s most heavily populated and technologically advanced systems, they had access to thousands of channels of vids and holos, sportscasts, and a fascinating array of arts, science classes, and every other kind of transmission. Several of Storkel’s squadron-mates were in-system and available for almost real-time chats, and he wasn’t alone in suddenly having an improved social life. He chatted via annoying four- to eight-second delays with Fatima Bakri and Tim Eyre, both of whom were mourning Truekner’s death amid the routine labour of working up a ship. But eventually the delays became too annoying, the streaming too expensive, and when Badal-Mehra’s wizardry put them through the system in under two hundred hours Storkel was ready to go, and then they were inserting for Aleph, a way station out in the dark on a shipping route from Old Terra.

Aleph had been one of the first systems explored, back at the edge of the Age of Chaos, and was eventually settled very early in the Diaspora by Russian, Ukrainian and Polish settlers in the first wave. For a while, after its discovery, it was something of a hub for further exploration, and as the Tanaka drive became more common, several insertion points were discovered around the system. As it proved, the second diaspora found better, more easily settled worlds, and systems like Gliese 148, a short insertion from Aleph, with no planets and no asteroids, were abandoned. In this phase Aleph almost failed as a colony; despite the rich sources of lithium and cobalt, the system hadn’t moved beyond a resource extraction point when the Diaspora discovered and settled the far more distant New London, the first of the ‘dream worlds’, with almost Earth-normal magnetic fields, gravity, and oxygen-based atmospheres. New London made Aleph important again: as the ideal long insertion point for greatships travelling there.

Later, in the Aleph War, the oligarchs ruling the mining world had attempted to tax DHC vessels passing through en route to Earth. The DHC’s response had been sharp and military, and the two space battles had all but eliminated Aleph’s spacefaring capability before negotiators from Old Terra and the PTX ended the conflict. As a result, Aleph had never joined the DHC, preferring to remain independent and, as far as Storkel could tell from his somewhat biased tab history, lawless.

The Silver Star had a brand-new PTX-style extendable tail to give her vanes the accuracy for a long jump into Aleph, but this was the first time that Storkel had used it, and he was cautious, especially as almost every aspect of navigation was now being handled by human beings supported by a simple, non-sentient computer that did exactly what it was told and no more.

Storkel had aligned the watches so that he flew this insertion himself, but both Badal-Mehra and Zhao joined him on the bridge for the insertion. Badal-Mehra watched the paying out of the extendable drive vanes with a hawkish intensity; Zhao draped herself over the weapons station and linked her VR helmet to the piloting subroutine.

‘You’ve used one of these before?’ he asked in VR.

‘No,’ she answered. ‘It’s our design, but I’ve never flown one. In our service, the astrogator flies the insertion.’

He wondered if she meant anything by that. ‘In our service, the captain flies the insertion,’ he replied. ‘Actually, any of us can fly it. But this is the longest insertion I’ve done in Silver Star and I wanted to fly it.’

Even as he spoke, he was looking at his entry point, which was not a real place but the mathematical construct of a velocity and a location that, between the magic of the Tanaka drive and its collection of relic particles, would allow them to fool the universe as to their location. That’s how one of his favourite instructors had described it to Storkel; he loved the idea that they were fooling the universe.

It was an easy plot to fly.

‘Mr Badal-Mehra,’ he said formally, ‘are you satisfied as to our course and speed?’

Badal-Mehra sounded crisp in his headset. ‘Absolutely. In the corridor, green and green, ready for insertion.’

He checked the lasers that monitored the alignment of the tail, allowed himself one last scan of everything that mattered – and pulled the trigger on the Tanaka drives.

Insertion.

He fired the cold thrusters, emptying his cold fuel reserve as the Sorbonne turned, but something, some inspiration, told him that the enemy ship was turning to unmask her close-in weapons against the torpedoes of his squadron-mates; on his tactical display he could see 607 and 602 inbound. The Sorbonne didn’t know he was there, or he’d been forgotten in the heat of action. And he’d left a cold torp out there …

The Sorbonne opened up, raking his squadron-mates.

‘Light her up,’ he said on helmet comms to his SENSO in the back seat.

‘Got her,’ Madras replied. ‘Torp running hot.’

His forgotten torp only had to run four hundred kilometres, and the former DHC destroyer had no weapons facing over her bulbous stern. The nuclear warhead flashed, the Sorbonne’s fusion bottle collapsed …

‘Holy shit!’ Madras shouted. ‘We got her!’

‘Textbook,’ his co-pilot said.

He rolled them into a dive relative to the plane of the combat, and only as the g-forces took hold did he think about the crew. His tab said a DHC destroyer carried four hundred eighty spacers plus Marines.

That punched him in the gut harder than his acceleration.

And then the screaming started.

Out in space, the irradiated dead began to scream beams of light that caught his spaceframe and tossed it …

Someone was screaming, and he realised it was him – the raw throat was his – and he snapped into awareness. The bridge was lit a dull red, with the sparkle of blue and amber lights; a comfortable lighting he’d always liked.

Now it seemed sinister and dark.

He scanned his instruments, real and virtual. The white light on his armrest was flashing.

He tabbed Dorcas, his voice thick. ‘You OK?’ he croaked.

Dorcas said, ‘Yes. There was a power surge; I think the hostile AI is aware we performed an insertion and it is attempting some sort of self-diagnosis.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Morosini gave me some options. I think we’re fine.’

Storkel scratched the cat, that had jumped up onto his acceleration couch. That meant Elmi-Mahmoud was awake and moving, as she usually bedded the cat down for insertion. He looked at the system on his astrogation screen: a dozen insertion points, mostly heading to empty systems with no habitations and no refuelling. The insertion point for Old Terra was about a quarter of the way around the system, and remarkably close in, not much beyond the orbit of what would have been Mars in the Sol System. Even more remarkable, it had a second insertion point close to it, in terms of star system distances. This caught Storkel’s eye because he was a pilot, and he couldn’t remember another occurrence of two insertion points with similar parameters so close to each other. He made a note on his tab to look into it further, and doing so helped calm him. His pulse began to slow, and he could breathe again.

I hope no one heard me scream, he thought. Screaming on insertion was embarrassing, to say the least.

‘Tab,’ he said. Most people named their tabs. He didn’t.

‘Yes?’ it asked.

‘I need a counselling session for my PTSD,’ he said. ‘Also, run the data on Aleph System insertion points.’

His tab spat out a dozen interactive links, all meant to be played on the sub-AI. That made him smile with some bitterness. ‘No,’ he said. ‘When we insert for Old Terra, make me an appointment with a real doc, OK?’

His tab said, ‘Yes. The Aleph insertion points are very unusual. Do you want me to explain?’

‘Save and hold for when I’m feeling better.’

‘I will save and hold.’

That made him feel better, which was odd, but there it was.

In his ear, Dorcas said, ‘I have some training in psychological counselling.’

He sat up as if he’d just touched a live wire. But his VR showed his link with Dorcas was green. He hadn’t closed it.

He stumbled. ‘I … I don’t know …’

Dorcas said, ‘There is a tendency to prefer a stranger, which I understand, but please consider me anyway. I find you fascinating, Thor; hardly a typical DHC pilot. And your recurring nightmares …’

Elmi-Mahmoud came onto the bridge, carrying two bulbs of coffee and smiling. ‘We’re alive,’ she said brightly.

He’d been rubbing the cat’s belly; as usual, they’d reached the point where the cat grabbed his hand with his claws and began to bite him savagely.

‘Son of a bitch!’ he swore at the cat.

‘I take no personal affront,’ Dorcas said coldly. ‘I realise you are under strain.’

‘The cat bit me!’ Storkel said. ‘I’m thinking it over.’

Elmi-Mahmoud began to laugh.

‘Lo, the mighty space pilot,’ she said.

‘If you’re taking the con, beware the cat. He’s a killer.’

‘He loves me,’ she said. And then, without preamble, ‘You were screaming, Thor. Again.’

He felt himself flush. ‘PTSD,’ he said.

She nodded. ‘It’s good to talk about it,’ she said.

‘I was talking to Dorcas,’ he said, which wasn’t exactly true.

‘Dorcas?’ she asked, and then nodded. ‘Yeah, he might be great. Since he has cogs and gears instead of blood vessels.’

‘Do you have PTSD?’ he asked her.

She shrugged. ‘It’s a whole lifestyle,’ she admitted.

‘Combat?’ he asked.

She shrugged. ‘Sometimes. Not really. But a couple of jobs back, I was in a terrible place for a couple of years …’ She paused. ‘Wow. Please forget you heard that.’

‘Prison?’ Storkel asked.

She put a hand on his arm. ‘Worse. Really, forget I said anything. I shouldn’t have mentioned it.’

Storkel nodded. ‘Forget what?’ he asked.

When Storkel went off watch, he stopped in the cabin where Dorcas sat on the floor, and he sat beside the tall aristocrat.

‘The cat really did bite me,’ he said, feeling foolish. ‘I had no intention of insulting you.’

Dorcas smiled. ‘I understand,’ he said.

‘No, really.’

Dorcas met his eyes. ‘You can prove that by trying a session with me.’

Storkel sighed. ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘When you aren’t wrestling with a god.’

Dorcas shook his head. ‘Now is ideal,’ he said. ‘Let’s begin by a little discussion of what we know about the formation of attachment disorders …’

Storkel spent an hour with Dorcas. It was more like a class than he’d imagined; Dorcas asked him questions and then explained things, often speaking of experiments and recent discoveries in neurology.

‘In many ways, all of our science is petrified where we left it in the twenty-third century,’ Dorcas had said. And then he said a great many things about various elements of cognitive theory that left Storkel’s head spinning.

Yet, on balance … it had almost been fun. He was an engineer; he loved to understand how things worked, and Dorcas had either understood that or didn’t know another way. But concentrating on the brain function was definitely the way to engage him.

And Dorcas appeared to enjoy it. That was weird.

He still managed to be on time for his every-other watch rotation workout with Zhao, and she was already hard at work punching and kicking a bag hung from one of the ringbolts that helped stabilise the branches of the dragon blood trees.

He started working with his bands. He felt odd. It was hard to describe just why an hour with Dorcas made him feel odd; talking about himself made him feel as if he was someone else, which made no sense at all …

‘I heard you screaming,’ Zhao said.

The living spaces on a ship weren’t that big. But the spaces were supposed to be soundproofed.

‘Uh,’ he managed. And then shrugged. ‘I have nightmares, mostly coming out of insertions. I think I mentioned that before.’ He felt better just for saying that out loud. It sounded … almost sane.

She was doing something yoga-like; her back on a narrow bench, her legs bent. It looked hard. ‘As do I,’ she said after a while. ‘And I’m afraid of the dark.’ She said the latter in a sort of dreamy, not-awake voice. And then, angrily, ‘I used to be fine with the dark! Now I sleep with my lights on!’

‘You do?’ he asked, and felt like a fool. Bad reaction.

She rolled off the bench. ‘Oh, yes,’ she said.

He took the plunge. ‘I dream of the people I killed. A ship I killed with a nuclear torpedo.’ He paused, because, put like that, it sounded pretty bald. ‘It …’ He paused. ‘It hadn’t seemed real … and then it was.’ He shook his head. ‘It was hardly my first mission. Probably not even the first time I’d killed.’

She was working a rubber band against one of the racks now. ‘I dream that I’m alone on an empty ship,’ she said. And then, in a rush, ‘It makes no sense. I’ve never been alone on an empty ship, and I don’t know what’s wrong. I don’t know if we’re off course, or we’ve misjumped, or been hit by disease or enemy action.’ Her slightly accented Anglatin sounded very calm for someone describing nightmares. Storkel wondered if he sounded calm.

‘Then what happens?’ he asked.

She stopped her exercise. ‘Nothing. I wander the ship, increasingly lost, until I wake up.’ She looked at him. ‘I have only told one person about this, and I would very much appreciate you not sharing it.’

He spread his hands. ‘Who would I tell?’

She smiled. ‘Mr Dorcas? He is an officer in your spy agency. I could lose my status and my security clearance if certain people thought I was crazy.’ She smiled. ‘Let me try that a different way.

Certain people would be delighted to suggest that I was crazy, just to derail my career and get back at my father.’

Storkel nodded. ‘When did the dreams begin?’ he asked.

She looked at him. There was a long pause. It was too long for social comfort, but as she held his gaze, he held hers.

‘Just after the terrorists attacked us on Old Terra,’ she said. ‘The dreams started in the reintegration tank.’ She paused. ‘I hadn’t made that particular connection. Good for you, Skipper.’

He smiled.

‘Are you warmed up?’ she asked in a different tone. He knew it immediately – her martial-arts instructor tone.

‘Yes, ma’am,’ he said, and they picked up their bokken and began the first kata together.

On the next watch rotation, Badal-Mehra asked to go out on an EVA, and Storkel nodded. ‘Sure. Choose a buddy to go with you.’

Badal-Mehra spread his hands in injured pride. ‘With respect, Skipper, I’ve been a spacer since before you were born.’

Storkel smiled, thinking of Truekner, and Prideau, his first skipper in Flight Six on the Hong Kong, both of whom had been excellent skippers. ‘Then you’ll know how to obey a direct order,’ he said cheerfully. It was all in the delivery; the words could have been very offensive, but Truekner, who said such things in a casual drawl but was serious as death, had taught him the art.

Badal-Mehra blinked, nodded, and went back to his station.

When next on duty alone, Storkel put alarms on both of the airlocks: the main airlock and the engineering airlock. After a half an hour’s consideration, he added a tripwire alarm on the bridge’s emergency escape hatch. All of the alarms were analogue and wired to transmit directly to his tab.

Just for fun, he wired an alarm to the wiring that allowed him to cut off the bridge from electrical power. He played with that until he had it just the way he wanted.

‘Even paranoids have enemies,’ he whispered to the darkness.

Badal-Mehra surprised him by choosing Elmi-Mahmoud as his EVA partner, and she went out on the hull with him, toured various nodes involved in the Tanaka drive and the tail, and came back in. Storkel watched it all on video and saw nothing to increase his unease or prickle his paranoia.

He had another session with Dorcas, who sat like a very skinny Buddha, contemplating the universe, or perhaps the interior monologue of a rogue AI. He wore a headset.

‘Why a physical headset?’ Storkel had asked.

‘So I can cut it off,’ Dorcas said. ‘I won’t let it into my neural lace.’

Storkel wriggled in discomfort.

‘Let’s concentrate on you,’ Dorcas said. ‘Why did you join the DHC MASS?’ Dorcas had his eyes closed. ‘Your parents were pacifists who abhorred anything that smacked of imperialism. They were against the colonisation of planets, for instance.’

Storkel smiled, remembering his parents. He thought they might still be alive; it was possible, although they’d been against most forms of medical care. When he’d left Old Terra they’d been in their forties; that was thirty years ago.

He had a sudden urge to see them. ‘Damn it, Dorcas,’ he said. ‘I haven’t thought this much about my parents in years.’

‘Hmmm,’ Dorcas said. ‘Did you dislike them?’

Storkel paused. ‘Nah. Not at all. I just … outgrew them. They were always in a rage about something; the DHC, the death of the whales, the changing weather, the domination of AI. They blamed government for … well, for everything.’

Dorcas shrugged. ‘In a socialist world, who else do you blame?’ he asked. Perhaps he meant it rhetorically, but Storkel took the bait.

‘I just wanted to do something,’ he said. ‘So I worked a bunch of crappy jobs … They weren’t all crappy. Did I tell you I was a landscaper? I mowed lawns and tended rose bushes for a museum site. Paid well, and that’s how I met the guy who convinced me the DHC wasn’t the epitome of evil.’

‘Who was that?’ Dorcas asked.

‘The curator, Bryas Larson. Retired spacer, and combination lighthouse keeper and curator for the Icelandic Maritime Museum.’ He smiled. ‘Damn, that was a long time ago.’

‘And he convinced you to leave Old Terra?’ Dorcas asked.

‘Nah, I already wanted out. It started with fishing boats and whales – I told you last time about the whale that passed under the boat.’

‘But you wanted to leave from an early age,’ Dorcas said. ‘And you were willing to work to leave?’

‘There wasn’t much I wouldn’t have done to get off Old Terra,’ he said. ‘DHC MASS offered it all – education and travel, in exchange for eight years of my life. Bryas convinced me the DHC recruiters were for real, and I hired on to a big fishing boat, jumped ship in Norway, and walked into a recruiter.’

Dorcas didn’t nod or change facial expressions. In fact, with his eyes closed, sometimes Storkel had the impression that he was reading a psychology manual on PTSD on the inside of his eyelids.

‘But you never really considered the ramifications?’ Dorcas asked. ‘Of the DHC? And the armed merchant service?’

‘Of course I did,’ Storkel said. ‘Damn, why do people think I’m stupid?’

Dorcas didn’t open his eyes. ‘Interesting. I, for one, have not suggested in any way that your intelligence is below the human average.’ He paused. ‘But it seems to me that your attachment disorder is directly related to your distaste for the DHC MASS role as a paramilitary.’

Storkel considered various snippy answers to that and settled for, ‘Yeah, that sounds right.’

‘Yet you assert that at some point you considered the taking of sentient life as an acceptable element—’

‘I love the way you put things,’ Storkel interrupted.

‘Odd. Marca says the same thing, usually to avoid emotional entanglement.’ He grunted, as if remembering something.

Unbidden, Storkel said, ‘I think I should see my parents.’

Dorcas sighed. ‘As your therapist, I think that’s an excellent idea.’ He paused, and his eyes opened. ‘As the Special Services mission commander, I have reservations about it. Can we discuss this again when we are in Old Terra orbit?’

Storkel smiled. ‘Sure thing.’ He paused. ‘Are we done?’

‘For today,’ Dorcas said. ‘I’m sure a real therapist wouldn’t say this, but I’m enjoying this.’

‘Me, too,’ Storkel agreed. Then, ‘Listen, is Badal-Mehra Special Services?’

‘You know he is not. I have already said as much,’ Dorcas said.

Storkel nodded. ‘What if …? Just roll with me here. What if he isn’t Badal-Mehra at all? What if Badal-Mehra is out there somewhere, perfectly loyal, and someone is using his identity for cover? Alternatively, what if this is the real Badal-Mehra, but someone has a gun to his family?’

Dorcas’s eyes opened. He looked at Storkel, and their eyes locked, and they held each other’s gazes like lovers – too long, too intense. Storkel felt as if he could see the cogs that drove Dorcas’s brain working.

After too long a pause, Dorcas said, ‘I’ll look into it.’

Storkel raised a hand. ‘I have another issue.’

Dorcas smiled. ‘Just one?’ he asked.

Storkel laughed aloud and then pointed at Dorcas. ‘That was good.’

‘I’m working on humour,’ Dorcas said. ‘Comedy aside, what else?’

Storkel sat back down. ‘You broke the code with the Starfish,’ he said.

Dorcas smiled. ‘People say that, but I stood on the shoulders of giants, and I had so much help … Qaqqaq alone deserves a science medal.’ He smiled. ‘And she’ll be getting one very soon, at that.’ He smiled at some secret memory.

‘Regardless,’ Storkel said. ‘What about whalesong?’

Dorcas’s eyes opened wide. ‘You mean, if we could communicate directly with the whales, we could ask them if they wanted to go to the stars?’

Storkel felt as if Dorcas had read his mind. He stuttered a moment. ‘Ah … yeah. Yes.’

Dorcas nodded. ‘Now I think you underestimate me and my empathy, Thor. Of course, it troubles me that we cannot ask the whales what they think about colonising an alien ocean.’ He looked directly at Storkel. ‘Or about being pawns in a power game.’ He shrugged. ‘It is a very interesting problem. I admit that I had not considered breaking the language code. People have tried for several hundred years. And Aleph System is not the place to have a data library of whalesong samples.’ He looked away. And then his head turned rapidly. ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘I have an idea. People have been working on this for a long time.’ He nodded to Storkel. ‘You are correct, Thor. It would be immoral to kidnap whales for our own imperial ends.’ He nodded. ‘You have a great deal of empathy for a man with PTSD.’

Storkel shrugged. ‘If I had less empathy, I might not care so much about the people I killed.’

Dorcas nodded thoughtfully. ‘Just so,’ he said. ‘Let me see what I can do with whalesong. We developed some very sophisticated software for the Starfish, and it occurs to me that we took some of it from people studying whalesong. One of the research institutes must have it all.’

‘Even if we can ask the whales, they may say no,’ Storkel noted.

‘Definitely a possibility,’ Dorcas said. He sounded as if he was already somewhere else. ‘You know they sing in low frequencies?’ he asked. ‘Useful for penetrating all sorts of sonic barriers. Successful propagation waves in multiple environments. How long do you think making that adaptation took?’

Storkel left him to it. He thought dolphins were high-pitched; he’d read about belugas … But he didn’t argue with Dorcas. It never got anywhere.

Zhao took them towards their assigned parking orbit. Aleph Space Traffic Control was slow and old-fashioned, and there was a lot of chatter before they received their orbital path. Zhao grew increasingly frustrated and Storkel was tempted to take the con from her, but decided that was a bad idea for a variety of reasons, personal and professional. Aleph STC eventually gave them two conflicting sets of orbits, and there was a sharp exchange before a new voice came on and data flowed digitally into their system.

‘Got it,’ Zhao snapped. ‘Barbarians,’ she spat, and Storkel, at the weapons station, could only hope her mic was off.

Aleph Station was a small wheel, with a population of about four thousand. The wheel had several docking locations on the outer wheel, but not many, and also had two stations, one at either end of the central spindle. Despite the low number of docking ports, only four were occupied: two with small in-system cargo haulers, one with the dark shape of a military vessel, and one with a very new, very sleek freighter. Her engine nacelles were so big that they partially obscured the next docking bay.

Storkel knew, from Dorcas, that the Silver Star was only here to draw attention, but they were carrying a luxury goods cargo for one of the planet’s oligarchic families, and they hadn’t been assigned a docking station.

That tripped his paranoia.

‘Is it true they have slavery here?’ Elmi-Mahmoud asked.

‘That’s not even funny,’ Storkel said, glaring at her and looking pointedly at Zhao.

‘They ain’t DHC. They treat workers like crap and they make trouble …’

‘Maybe they just want to be left alone,’ Badal-Mehra said, coming onto the bridge.

‘So their oligarchs can siphon off the entire surplus of everyone’s labour!’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘Look at the crap we’re carrying for them.’

Badal-Mehra shrugged. ‘Look at the New London Stock Market and tell me about the siphoning off of surplus,’ he said.

Storkel laughed. ‘He’s got you there,’ he said to Elmi-Mahmoud. ‘Can we contact our freight handler and see where we’re to deliver?’

‘I’ve been trying since we got into traffic,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘No answer.’

Storkel shook his head. He got back on with station STC.

‘I can see empty berths from here,’ he said.

The voice on the other end was fuzzy, as if with lack of sleep. ‘Sure, Silver Star. That’s sure, but if you want expedited docking, there’s going to be a fee, da?’

‘Add it to my fuel bill,’ he said. He was willing to pay to get out of here. He didn’t like the place already. But when he saw the bill, he deflated – the fee was less than two hundred ducats, and the alongside-refuelling was surprisingly cheap. Dorcas aligned their onboard clocks with the Aleph System time area.

Just at the end of the workday, Elmi-Mahmoud received a shipping location from their freight handler.

‘They want us to dock at the station,’ she said. ‘Dooples! Why didn’t they tell us that fifteen hours ago?’

Dorcas nodded. ‘Why indeed?’ he asked.

Storkel leaned over Elmi-Mahmoud’s station. ‘Ask our freight handler to get us a berth. I’m not sure Aleph STC can handle details like this.’

After several calls, it proved that their freight handler was closed for the day and wouldn’t reopen for some hours.

Storkel shook his head. ‘Do they know what it costs us to run this ship in orbit for a day?’ he asked the universe.

Zhao shook her head. ‘STC wanted a bribe,’ she said. ‘In my empire, someone would lose their head for that.’ She paused. ‘By which I mean, be sent for serious re-education.’

Storkel wondered which she actually meant. But he pointed at the station bill on his tab. ‘Pay the bribe,’ he said.

Zhao looked at him in disgust, which he weathered without much effort; he just wanted to deliver his cargo and go.

Badal-Mehra came up from his sword drills, still wearing a singlet. ‘Will we be allowed ashore at Aleph?’ he asked.

Storkel thought it over for a moment.

Zhao shrugged. ‘I’d like to go ashore,’ she said.

Elmi-Mahmoud nodded. ‘Me too!’

Storkel sighed. ‘I suppose that shore leave will be authorised, but friends, I want to spend as little time here as possible.’

Badal-Mehra nodded. ‘It’s not as bad as all that, Skipper. DHC propaganda.’

‘You’ve been?’ Storkel asked.

Badal-Mehra hesitated, and then said, ‘No. Not actually. But I’ve heard it has interesting sights, like any place.’

‘He’s going to get laid,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said, when Badal-Mehra left the bridge.

Storkel sighed. Again.

Seventeen hours of sheer boredom later, they docked alongside Aleph Orbital. It was a very complex docking, as the station had gantries sticking out in various directions and the automated docking sequence was not in the standard DHC code. With no sub-AI, Storkel had to fly the docking while pretending to STC that he was using their mandatory docking sequence. He did it, but by the time he had them aligned he was covered in sweat. He noted that they were docked next to the antiquated gunboat – a Herries-Vecker in-system gunboat, fifty years old – and the ultra-modern freighter was all the way around the wheel on the other side.

Peering out of their one small bridge window, they could see that Aleph Station was the opposite of their last destination at Mombasa. The contrast couldn’t have been sharper. Aleph showed damage repairs: micro-meteorite damage or just possibly, old DHC railgun slug penetrations from the Aleph War. The holes were patched in contrasting-coloured metal, the sloppy welds visible from space.

‘Is that rust?’ Elmi-Mahmoud asked with unstudied incredulity. ‘How do you get rust in vacuum?’

Dorcas peered out, and then began calling up port-side cameras. ‘Fascinating’ he said. ‘I can only hypothesise that there was an atmosphere leak that went on long enough that the flow of air and moisture allowed oxidation to occur on those panels.’

Zhao laughed aloud. ‘You don’t think they just used rusty metal for the patches?’ she asked.

Everyone laughed, except Dorcas.

‘I see,’ he said. He smiled. ‘Yes, that is indeed possible.’ He laughed too, a surprising bark of a sound.

Badal-Mehra slapped Dorcas on the back, an uncharacteristic gesture. ‘Can I buy you a beer, Mr Dorcas?’

Dorcas raised an eyebrow. ‘It’s not inconceivable. Ask me again when the unload is done. I’m not as sanguine as you are about this station.’

The umbilicals locked on, and everything appeared green, but Storkel moved briskly around his ship, looking at all of the couplings and pumps because he didn’t have as many automated alarms as he would have had ordinarily, with a normal sub-AI. When he was satisfied, he checked both sides of the airlock before opening his hatches to the station.

Dorcas took him aside. ‘Wouldn’t it be better to restrict people going ashore?’ he asked.

‘Now who’s paranoid?’ Storkel asked. ‘Perhaps I could provide you with some counselling?’

Dorcas’s glance was mild. ‘What makes you think I don’t have PTSD of my own?’ he asked quietly.

‘Ah.’ Storkel took that in. ‘Sorry.’

Dorcas nodded. ‘We are both suspicious.’

‘I’ve taken a few precautions,’ Storkel said. ‘Let people roam around. Do you really think something could happen here?’

Dorcas raised an eyebrow. ‘I rather expect something.’

Storkel shrugged.

He noted that there was no medical check and no customs officer, which was interesting all by itself. But as soon as the hatches were open, two men appeared on the brow, requesting admittance.

‘They’re both armed,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

‘In the words of Mr Dorcas,’ Zhao said, ‘fascinating.’

Storkel went down in person, but he went through the inner hatch on the airlock, sealed and locked it, and then opened the outer hatch.

‘Gentlemen?’ he asked.

‘Captain Storkel?’ the smaller man asked. He wore a long-coat of polished nylon, almost like the light dusters affected by the patricians of the DHC, except that his was black. Underneath he wore baggy trousers with bulging pockets and a tight jacket. ‘I’m Frank. This is Sasha.’

Storkel nodded. ‘Can I help you gentlemen?’

‘We’re here to look at your cargo for our boss,’ Sasha said.

Storkel nodded. ‘May I ask if your boss is the principal on our bill of lading?’ he asked. He produced his tab from a pocket and brought up the bill of lading.

Sasha leaned forward, read the name ‘Ferenc Biro’ and nodded. ‘Yes.’

Storkel put his tab away. ‘Do you gentlemen have any form of ID that would cause me to allow you on my ship?’

Frank made a face. ‘Why are you being like this? It’s rude.’

Sasha glanced at Frank. ‘Hey,’ he said to his partner. ‘They’re skinnies. They don’t know right from rude.’ He turned back to Storkel. ‘Things are very … personal … here.’

‘DHC skinnies,’ Frank said in a tone clearly meant to provoke. And then, in a sing-song, ‘Dicky skinnies.’

‘You should have your own copies of the manifest,’ Storkel said, ignoring the insult. ‘I’d settle for that, for a start.’

‘How about you just take our word for it?’ Frank said, pushing forward into Storkel’s space.

Storkel stepped back. ‘I’m sorry we’re having this misunderstanding,’ he said, and cycled the airlock door. It took the two men by surprise.

He used the speaker system to talk. ‘Next time, come unarmed and bring documentation.’

‘We have documentation,’ Sasha said to the camera. ‘I’m sorry, Captain. I’m happy to apologise for Frank. He’s new.’ Sasha was the taller of the two, with an elegant, chiselled face and a standard flightsuit. His holstered sidearm wasn’t hidden. Now he held up a tab to the camera. Storkel read the correct manifest, and also a peculiar identity card with a heraldic shield.

‘You work for House Biro?’ he asked.

‘Yes. I am an officer of that noble house,’ Sasha said. ‘Please, let us try this again.’

Storkel nodded and opened the airlock hatch. ‘Of course.’

Frank shuffled his feet. ‘I thought you were fuckin’ with us.’ He seemed genuinely contrite.

Storkel nodded. ‘I was not. Gentlemen, I’m aware that you are both armed. Will you take offence if I tell you can’t come aboard armed?’

Frank flushed. He was the palest man Storkel had ever seen. ‘It’s not the way …’ he began.

Sasha spread his hands. ‘May we leave them in the airlock?’ he asked. ‘I wouldn’t risk leaving my pistol out here.’ He smiled in a way that suggested that they were all in this together.

Storkel was still thinking about it when Zhao said, ‘We’re all ready in here, Skipper.’

Elmi-Mahmoud put in, ‘We have you covered. Bring them in.’

Storkel smiled, but his hands were shaking very slightly. Sasha was a killer, he was sure. ‘My crew is ready to receive you. Your weapons will be held at the airlock,’ he said as calmly as he could manage.

Sure enough, Zhao was waiting by the airlock, apparently unarmed. Tall, beautiful, and yet apparently harmless, she took the two semi-automatic slug-throwers on a tray with a bow of her head, as if she was a servant.

Frank whistled. ‘Nice piece,’ he said. ‘She for sale?’

‘Frank,’ cautioned the other man. ‘Crew on a skinny ship are equals. Free people. Don’t make trouble, there’s a good boy.’

Frank flushed again. Sasha bowed slightly to Zhou and looked her over, but not with apparent sexual interest. More like a man looking at a wanted poster.

She kept her eyes downcast, and didn’t move a muscle.

Storkel then led the two men aft to the smaller of his two cargo compartments, where Dorcas stood by the row of consignment crates, all one-by-one metre standard DHC containers in red and blue recycle.

The two men made a cursory inspection of the containers, ascertained that the shipping seals were unbroken, and then took turns looking through the auxiliary cargo hatch at the main cargo compartment, which was open. Dorcas had left the connecting hatches and the simple airlock open, which was against procedure.

Storkel realised that Dorcas had left it open on purpose, so that the two locals could see it, and the welded bio-control tank that now filled the main cargo hold.

I see. We’re on display.

Storkel saw the two men back to the main airlock and the dockside. As he handed them back their sidearms, he said, ‘Does everyone go around armed here?’

Sasha smiled. ‘It is a badge of … responsibility.’

Frank stared at the ship’s hull, as if memorising the ship’s ID code emblazoned there by the airlock. The docking bay fitted better than airtight to the ship’s side, some sort of conformal nano – very new, and somewhat at odds with the station’s antique appearance. Frank seemed mesmerised by something, and after a moment, Storkel saw that he was looking at the pressurised containment system, the atmospheric controls for the bio-hold.

Storkel decided this was part of Dorcas’s plan and looked back at Sasha.

‘Should I send my crew ashore armed?’ he said.

Sasha bowed his head. ‘It would certainly avoid some misunderstandings about status. Especially’ – his smile was cold – ‘for females.’ He motioned towards the apparently subservient Zhao with his chin. ‘Possession of a weapon makes a clear statement.’

Storkel was genuinely curious, and he let that show. ‘Don’t you get punctures in the station hull when people get riled and draw?’ he asked.

Sasha nodded. ‘An excellent question. No, our hull is mostly steel, and quite thick. And without his weapons, a man is … not free.’

‘I see,’ Storkel responded. He considered asking more questions but he’d reached a point where he was a little fearful of the answers.

Sasha looked at his tab – a very modern, up-to-date tab – and met Storkel’s eye. ‘The unloading crew will be here in about forty minutes,’ he said. He nodded pleasantly enough. ‘Enjoy your stay,’ he said, and the two armed men walked away.

Storkel closed the main hatch and found Elmi-Mahmoud with a gauss rifle standing behind him. ‘Wow,’ she said. ‘Just fucking wow.’

Zhao said, ‘Especially for females,’ she said, in a fair imitation of Sasha’s voice. ‘I’m sure you DHC-ers will see me as petty and violent, but I think I would like to shoot a couple of them for fun.’

Elmi-Mahmoud chuckled. ‘Whoa. Is that wrong? First thing that came to my mind.’

‘Friends,’ Storkel said, raising his hands. ‘Can we please not shoot any locals?’

Zhao made a moue. Storkel had never seen her do such a thing before. Then she mimed pouting.

Elmi-Mahmoud laughed aloud. The two women exchanged a glance full of something. Triumph? Amusement? Shared trauma?

‘Do you still want to go ashore?’ Storkel asked.

‘Abso-fucking-lutely,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘It’s like a church picnic out there. Dooples. With guns.’ She grinned.

Storkel shook his head. ‘Please don’t hurt anyone,’ he said.

It was over an hour before the unloading crew arrived. They didn’t have an AG sled, only four big, wheeled dollies and eight men, all in matching coveralls. Their hair was cut very short, and they smelled of sweat.

None of them carried a weapon.

‘Serfs,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

‘Or criminals,’ Zhao said.

‘Or both at once,’ Storkel added. ‘Who uses criminals to unload luxury goods in a starport?’

‘Aleph does,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘Skipper, I’m going ashore. And I’m packing a weapon. That OK?’

‘Please be careful,’ Storkel said, for the fourth or fifth time. He now regretted his decision to allow shore leave.

‘You bet,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘I’ll let them shoot first.’

Zhao appeared ten minutes into the unload, wearing a baggy ship’s flightsuit with a large boarding pistol strapped to her hip. Boarding pistols were large-calibre slug-throwers with low-velocity rounds that depended on the mass of the projectile for damage; the large, soft bullet and the low velocity meant they did less damage to a ship’s systems.

‘I’d also like permission to go ashore,’ she said.

‘Permission granted,’ Storkel said. ‘Please be careful and avoid conflict.’ He looked up. ‘As soon as this unload is complete, we could head for space. We have no cargo to pick up here.’

She nodded. ‘I’ll only be an hour,’ she said. ‘Just going to see the sights.’

Badal-Mehra was next. He, too, had a boarding pistol. Storkel waved him ashore. ‘Enjoy,’ he said. ‘But I’m dropping lines in six hours.’

‘Roger that, Skipper,’ Badal-Mehra said cheerfully. ‘Where is Mister Dorcas?’

‘Down in the hold, watching the unload,’ Storkel said.

Badal-Mehra shrugged. ‘Tell him I’ll be at …’ He consulted his tab. ‘The Winter Queen, plus 2, frame 764.’ He nodded. ‘You sure you won’t come, Skipper? I’m buying.’

Storkel shook his head. ‘Someone has to watch the ship, Wes. Have fun.’

Storkel locked the main airlock after him and went below to the auxiliary cargo compartment, which was open to the dock through the main cargo hatch. Dorcas sat unobtrusively behind a screen of dragon blood tree branches with a gauss rifle on his hip, watching the longshoremen unload the recycle cases. They weren’t particularly fast.

Dorcas tabbed him. I just made someone’s day, he sent. I sold them some tobacco and some marijuana. He smiled.

Storkel tried to keep his pulse down. Can’t that get us arrested? he asked.

Dorcas responded, Calculated risk. Not to do so might make us look very suspicious indeed. At least one of those longshoremen is an Aleph intel officer. Maybe all of them. I want to note that they are watching Ms Zhao, and someone followed her from the loading gantry.

Storkel shook his head. I’m never going to enjoy a holodrama again, he sent. I can handle this if you want to go ashore.

Dorcas sent, Too dangerous. If they know who I am, they’ll almost certainly kidnap me. Or just arrest me as a spy. He didn’t smile.

Storkel shook his head. Cawo and Zhao are out there now, he tabbed. If it’s so bad, why did you let them go ashore?

Dorcas sent, Aleph wouldn’t dare touch Ms Zhao, and Cawo can most definitely take care of herself. Besides, she has a job to do here.

Storkel glanced at the men unloading, and then typed, In other words, she can be arrested as a spy, but she’ll actually BE a spy.

Dorcas nodded.

Within fifteen minutes, the unload was complete. The shaven-headed men wheeled their carts away, full of luxury goods from all over the DHC, and Storkel, watching on the high-def CCV, saw Sasha and four other armed men close in around the carts and head spinward.

Sasha and Frank were back within an hour. Storkel was on the bridge, watching them through the dockside cameras.

‘I don’t like that much,’ he said, after sending a video segment to Dorcas.

‘Fascinating,’ Dorcas replied.

Elmi-Mahmoud reported that she was fifteen minutes away, headed for the central elevators.

‘These dooples are fucked in the head,’ she sent. ‘I need out of here before I waste someone pour encourager les autres.’

Storkel was still grinning when he saw an alert on the law-enforcement channel. As soon as he noted shots fired he was worried. He identified the location: a bar in the area called Storona. The level under the dockside had originally been warehouse space, locally known as –1 and full of bars, brothels, pachinko parlours, noodle shops, barbers and drug dealers, like most docksides.

Storkel, in his paranoia, had placed locator tabs in the zipper pulls of every ship’s company flightsuit he’d purchased. He hadn’t mentioned that to anyone.

The bar to which law enforcement had been summoned was just a few frames from Zhao’s current location.

Zhao? he buzzed her tab.

Nothing.

‘Dorcas,’ he said into his tab, ‘we have a problem.’ He was already getting into his EVA suit, because it could function as body armour.

‘Dorcas here.’

‘You said they wouldn’t touch Zhao,’ he said. He was watching Zhao’s tag move rapidly away from the bar.

He tabbed her again. Feyyan?

He checked the location of her comms tab. It was in the bar. She’d dropped it, or someone had tossed it, since everyone knew a tab could be traced. QED.

Her zipper pull, on the other hand, was moving down towards the station’s central hub, like it was headed for an elevator.

She didn’t answer. He sent the situation to Dorcas.

‘Well,’ Dorcas said, ‘either someone has grabbed her, or she’s defecting to Aleph. The latter seems very unlikely.’

Storkel tabbed Elmi-Mahmoud: Is the trash composter broken? – their agreed emergency signal.

She came back almost instantly. No, it worked fine this morning. Meaning all clear for me.

He spoke into his tab. ‘I think Zhao used it last, and she won’t answer me. Here’s the location of her flightsuit.’ He sent it over; she had the software to follow it herself.

‘Copy,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

Dorcas? he tabbed.

Dorcas appeared on the bridge with several slug-throwing pistols and a pair of gauss rifles. He, too, was already in his EVA armour. ‘I’m more of an analyst than a shooter,’ he said apologetically.

Storkel nodded to Dorcas. ‘You hold the ship,’ he said. ‘I’m going after Zhao. Call Badal-Mehra back aboard.’

Dorcas hesitated and then spoke rapidly. ‘I’m not sure that is the correct action,’ he said flatly.

‘Neither am I,’ Storkel said. He took a shoulder holster with a small-calibre semi-automatic pistol, and he clipped the weapon to his EVA breastplate and slung his old flight jacket over his EVA armour to cover the holster.

He forced himself to sit still on the bridge for as long as it took his tab to work out that the tab on Zhao’s suit was indeed boarding the freight elevator at the heart of the station’s zero-g core. That let him guess where the elevator was going: the docking port at the base of the space station.

Dorcas, at the comms station, said, ‘Mr Badal-Mehra? Wes?’

No answer.

Storkel, on a hunch, brought up Badal-Mehra’s zipper tag. It was moving. He spotted the location, double-checked to make sure he wasn’t getting a false reading, and cursed. Badal-Mehra was close to, or aboard the freighter on the other side of the station.

Storkel was thinking as fast as he’d ever thought in his life.

‘I had better be right,’ Storkel said to himself. He made a decision that was against every iota of adrenaline surging through his gut.

‘OK, Dorcas, I’m not going. We’re all going.’ He slapped his helmet onto a retaining patch, lay back into his acceleration couch and hit the station comms on his armrest. ‘Aleph Station, this is Silver Star requesting immediate departure, over?’

‘What are you doing?’ Dorcas asked. He bent over the command station.

‘We’re never coming here again, right?’ Storkel said. ‘Dorcas, you wanted them to notice us? We’re about to be noticed.’

Dorcas headed for an acceleration couch.

‘Immediate acceleration warning,’ Storkel said in his flat, pilot-of-record voice.

‘Is this a good idea?’ Dorcas asked from the comms station couch.

‘Nope,’ Storkel said. ‘Aleph Station—’

‘Denied, Silver Star.’

‘Thanks for your prompt response. Dropping station air now. Hatches closing, thirty seconds to breakaway.’

‘Silver Star, your departure request was denied!’ The station control officer sounded very angry.

Storkel was running through his emergency breakaway procedures from a plastic card he kept in his acceleration couch’s side pocket. He was doing that because he didn’t have a sub-AI to automate anything; but by doing most of it manually, it was impossible for the station to override his actions.

‘You already confirmed my request was good to go,’ Storkel said. Plausible deniability. ‘Twenty seconds to breakaway.’ He turned his head. ‘Mr Dorcas, please locate and watch Elmi-Mahmoud and Zhao. And Badal-Mehra. My assumption is that Zhao is being taken aboard a ship waiting at the lower zero-g docking port.’

Dorcas nodded. ‘Roger, Skipper,’ he said coolly. ‘I have them all located. Best estimate—’

‘Breakaway, breakaway,’ Storkel said over Dorcas and the now frantic station control. His hatches were closed, his airlocks had cycled. By sheer luck, he’d docked with his engines facing up relative to the station’s wheel and orbital gravity. It had been the only solution that fitted against the gantry, and now proved very convenient.

‘I’m going to fly this by hand,’ he said to Dorcas. ‘Hang on.’

The manoeuvring thrusters pulsed.

The acceleration was barely noticeable, and Dorcas had tensed; Storkel could see his physical surprise.

Out the viewscreen, the surface of the station shot by. The station, bereft of a ship on the outer ring and with too little warning to compensate, would now rotate badly and wobble.

‘Cawo?’ he said. Dorcas was handling the channels.

‘Roger,’ she said. He could hear her breathing; she was running.

‘I think whoever grabbed Feyyan plans to toss her in a shuttle …’

‘Got it,’ she said. ‘I made the express elevator. I was fifty metres away when you called.’

‘I’m in the ship,’ he said. ‘I’ll beat you to the docking node.’

‘Blessed Prophet!’ she spat. ‘You broke away? I felt the wobble!’

‘There’s no one docked at the lower node,’ Dorcas said. ‘But the freighter is also breaking away.’ After a pause, he said, ‘There’s an atmospheric shuttle boosting into orbit right now at max burn; course consistent with docking in ninety-six seconds.’ Dorcas’s voice was flat. ‘I concur that this is a smash-and-grab. They’re going to put her in the shuttle, and they already have Badal-Mehra.’

‘Concur,’ Storkel said. ‘I’m going to force a docking at the lower node.’

‘Perfect,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘I’ll either be ahead of them or behind them. Doesn’t matter – they’ll expect their own ship.’

‘Roger that. Can you get her?’ he asked.

‘Let’s see how it plays. You better be ready to receive them aboard,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

Storkel was flying. The trip from the outer ring of the station to the lower docking node wasn’t far: a little more than a kilometre. He had to start from zero relative motion and accelerate fast enough to beat the shuttle rising out of the atmosphere, and then slow back to a stop relative to the lower docking port, all while in orbit.

Without an AI.

Piece of cake.

He wished he had a dozen Marines, or even one. Instead, he had Dorcas, who had already left the comms station to move down to the docking bay and main hatchway, a gauss carbine at his shoulder. He considered Badal-Mehra. Kidnapped or defected?

My money is on defection. Only he was always on their side.

He’d shut off his station comms. He assumed that he was in big trouble with station control, but that was a problem for another hour. Maybe another ten minutes. He wondered what the station had in the way of teeth.

He had a railgun and two close-in-weapons systems: CIWS units that could unleash a stream of heavy depleted uranium slugs so fast the rounds almost touched each other. He flipped open the lucite switch and clicked his weapons to hot. He heard the sound as the magnets moved to warm the railgun.

He manually unlocked the magazine of slugs for the railgun and fed one to the rails.

It occurred to him that if he fired at the station, he could add another two or three thousand ghosts to his count. He didn’t want to, but he felt he might need the potential threat for future negotiations.

‘I will not fire,’ he said out loud to his ghosts.

He fired his forward thrusters and slowed, turning on a dime to align the main hatchway with the lower docking node. Because of the way the orbital station was designed, it had one docking node at the top and another at the bottom that were not under spin. They were stable and in zero-g. Shuttles could dock easily there.

So could the Silver Star.

He set the clamps against their targets in one go, despite a slight movement from the station – a wobble imparted by the breakaway – and Dorcas manually locked them home. They were still almost forty seconds ahead of the shuttle coming out of the atmosphere. He checked the station STC display, and there was the freighter. She was labelled Vixen and she had just broken away.

It couldn’t be coincidence. He had to assume the freighter was hostile.

He had cameras to watch the docking port, but he wasn’t part of the action. He couldn’t fly and also be dockside.

Dorcas opened the main hatchway, the armoured door. Then he cycled the outer airlock. As the main hatchway opened, the cameras came on, revealing the brow in front of the airlock in high definition.

For several long seconds, there was nothing to see except an expanse of stained white tile, and a bank of elevators opposite the hatchway, a freight elevator flanked by two express passenger elevators.

I got it wrong, Storkel thought, and then the freight elevator opened its doors, and two men emerged, dragging a struggling figure that had to be Zhao. She got an arm free – he knew her wiry strength – and landed a sharp blow to one man’s head, rocking him.

Because they were all in zero g, they sprang apart under the force of her blow, but one of the men held her wrist and they cartwheeled.

Get ’em, Feyyan, he thought.

The lights over the express elevator on the right lit up. The uninjured man got his feet down and fixed to the steel floor, and shoved Zhao forward with his hip, and a third man emerged from the freight elevator with a gauss rifle. He struck Zhao with the butt, and bounced.

Dorcas palmed open the airlock hatch. Storkel saw the light go to amber on his VR. For whatever reason, the pressure in the ship and the station atmosphere weren’t equal, despite hours alongside; the hatch refused to open until Dorcas typed in the override.

An alarm went off in VR and Storkel saw with mounting horror that the shuttle was coming in fast – and lit up a targeting radar. In two seconds, and without warning, it began firing on them. They began taking hits, small-calibre depleted uranium rounds from the shuttle’s CIWS striking just aft of the bridge on the Silver Star.

The Silver Star, locked to the station, was a sitting duck. The approaching shuttle was on a collision course.

There was nothing Storkel could do.

Back on the cameras, two attackers had their magnetic boots down and locked on the floor, and started to haul Zhao towards the airlock. One put a hand to his ear – an incoming transmission. He looked suddenly at the airlock.

The express elevator doors opened.

Everything seemed to happen in slow motion, as if people were moving in honey. Before the elevator doors were fully open, the man with the gauss rifle was dead, although his body hadn’t hit the deck yet. Blood ballooned around him in zero g and his body hung off the steel deck.

Zhao pushed off her captors with her legs and hit the deck, leaving her captors turning …

Three more depleted uranium slugs hit the Silver Star, passing through the bridge, leaving streaks in Storkel’s vision.

Zhao flipped around and got her legs around one of her captors …

Elmi-Mahmoud emerged from the passenger elevator in a trained pistol-shooting stance, both hands on the big boarding pistol. She said something.

One of the two men who had been holding Zhao shot at her, a snapshot under his arm. It hit her, spinning her.

The man who’d fired spun with the force of his shot and then tumbled backwards. On the cameras, Storkel could just see the muzzle of the rifle in Dorcas’s hands as it tracked to a new target and fired again. The multiple gauss rounds cut into the men like a chainsaw.

Not a shooter, my arse.

He hit the ship-wide comms. ‘We’re under fire from another ship. Get that hatch closed!’

He had a close-in weapons system of his own, and he tabbed it up, and put the crosshairs on the shuttle. The shuttle was flipping end for end, manoeuvring to avoid a collision that would kill them all, and the station as well.

His CIWS wasn’t automated, because his damnable sub-AI wasn’t working. He tracked the other ship, but it was passing them already, close and fast.

And then he hesitated. The other ship’s fire was hitting the Silver Star and he had an analogue atmosphere loss alarm blaring, and he still didn’t want to press the weapons release button. All over the ship, airtight hatches were cycling closed, and overhead lights alternated flashes of red.

Ninety seconds ago, he’d been ready to threaten the whole station, and he’d decided not to do it, and that was still how he felt. Except that now his friends were in danger.

He hesitated. For a whole, endless second, he hesitated. The shuttle was going to pass within a hundred metres – the collision alarm blared. Dockside, Elmi-Mahmoud stumbled across the white steel deck of the brow. She leaned down and shot one of the assailants in the head. She was bleeding, her flightsuit dark from the waist down, but she paused to finish the second man.

Storkel flinched, but their course was set, and these were his friends. His mates, for good or ill.

He toggled the weapons release button in VR and moved the crosshairs aft of the incoming shuttle, so that his rounds went wide of the target, but only just. He also fired off a fog of ablative sand and other defensive devices.

The shuttle fired some thrusters, manoeuvring; the shuttle’s own weapons systems had lost their lock and their rounds began to hit the station instead of the Silver Star. Unlike the small-calibre rounds carried by people, the big, heavy CIWS rounds from the shuttle punched holes right through the skin of the station and little geysers of atmosphere jetted out, spitting fog into space, joining his ablative sand in obscuring the Silver Star.

‘Button up, Dorcas!’ Storkel shouted as the air ripped out of a dozen holes and the pressure dropped. He could feel it in his ears – pain. He knew what came next.

Dorcas had Zhao and Elmi-Mahmoud, and he dragged them both across the last metres of the brow and into the airlock. It seemed to take forever, but it was only seconds, and then he’d hit the airlock hatch and the armoured outer hatch, and both began to close.

The shuttle rolled, had them briefly in her sights again, and raked them with fifty slugs, every one a hit.

The freighter was rolling over the top of the station, two kilometres away, with the bulk of the station between them. Storkel wasn’t sure what her intentions were, but he had to guess they were not friendly.

‘Breakaway, breakaway,’ Storkel said. He had the command couch closed, and it was pressurising, saving his inner ears. Dorcas, unwounded, dropped both injured women and hauled on the manual unlock that removed the grapples to the station.

The hatches showed green.

‘Prepare for one g acceleration,’ Storkel said, his calm voice belying his internal conflict, his fear, his frustration. He punched the engines.

They slid away from the station. Storkel, at the edge of being overwhelmed by being the only operator on a bridge with minimum automation, put the pipper for the CIWS on their adversary’s engine compartment, now unmasked, and ruthlessly hit the fire tab. This time, he didn’t hesitate. He wasn’t shooting at the people. He was shooting at their engines as he passed under their stern at point-blank range. He was making this up as he went, but his gut feeling was to keep the bulk of the station between his ship and the freighter. The shuttle was the lesser threat.

That was his decision.

He gave the shuttle a three-second burst as he passed, and every round went home in their fusion engines and their hydrogen tanks, and then he was past them. His vector was roughly parallel to the orbital vector, while theirs was up out of the gravity well, and he still had the station between the Silver Star and the big freighter. For good measure, he began to accelerate into a higher orbit. He wanted to get the planet between him and pursuit, while not entering the atmosphere; his hull had taken over seventy hits, and he was sure they were not capable of surviving re-entry.

The shuttle was tumbling, because one engine was still firing and the other was not.

Perfect.

On another positive note, he hadn’t taken any damage to engines or fuel lines. He opened Dorcas’s private comms.

‘Mr Dorcas,’ he said.

‘Roger,’ came the response.

‘I need you to get them into couches and medically stable so I can push the acceleration and get us safe.’

‘Recommend you go to two gees and I’ll do what I can right here in the airlock,’ Dorcas said. ‘I have a medkit.’

Storkel saw the freighter coming over the horizon of the station. It began firing with a turret-mounted weapon above the blunt bow.

And there we are, Storkel thought.

‘Roger. I’ll try a different solution.’ He turned the ship a fraction so that his stern was aligned with the big freighter, and so they were all in a straight line relative to each other, and then he fired again, a short burst from both CIWS units. They both bore straight aft.

His attacker would have seconds to change course and avoid his incoming rounds.

Of course, any hits their opponent scored would be on his engines, but it was all risk now and had been for several minutes.

All risk.

Where the hell am I going?

He still had the airlock on camera. Elmi-Mahmoud was bleeding badly, a steady flow of bright red blood that was gradually covering the white tiles of the airlock floor. Dorcas was working on her, and even as he watched, Zhao, sluggish, got to her knees, put both hands on the wound and leaned her weight onto it while Dorcas opened a big bandage.

This is bad.

Storkel used the cold thrusters in the nose to push them down relative to their orbital trajectory, ruining his hand-laid firing solution but giving them some chance of evading their opponent’s fire. The two ships were already kilometres apart, making the CIWS units less effective, less accurate. The force of gravity made the trajectory of the heavy rounds curve in ways that the targeting computer on the other ship didn’t predict.

Storkel was flying by the seat of his pants, increasing his acceleration even as he ordered the ship to close every airtight hatch. The ship was losing atmosphere from more than fifty holes. The two wounded people with Dorcas would be fine – they were in the airlock. So long as he didn’t crush them to jelly with rapid direction changes.

This is very bad.

He was bouncing along the very edge of the atmosphere, and the station and the freighter and the tumbling shuttle were falling farther behind, and the planet’s gravity and the wispy gases at the edge of the atmosphere were making targeting very complicated, which was good. Storkel took a deep breath and, for the first time, looked at a damage report.

He isolated the cargo hold first. It had been hit a dozen times, but the inner compartment, built to hold a separate environment – like water – was robust and hadn’t been penetrated. He looked at his avionics – multiple hits – and his engines. Only two hits, both to manoeuvring thrusters, or rather, the hydraulics lines that fed their orientation. That explained the sluggish controls.

We were lucky.

He took the time to glance at the radar. The freighter had manoeuvred to avoid his fire, but it was big, and ponderous, and now it had bounced off the atmosphere, and it tumbled, uncontrolled, for precious seconds. Then it was accelerating to get out of orbit on a vector that didn’t allow it to fire.

He looked back at the airlock cameras. Elmi-Mahmoud’s chest was swathed in white bandage – a pressure bandage. She was waving a hand. Zhao was vomiting into Elmi-Mahmoud’s blood.

There were half a dozen shuttles launching from the planet, according to STC, which continued to broadcast information they probably wanted to keep from him, but there it was on his 3D. He had to assume they were coming for him, but they couldn’t carry enough fuel to get into orbit and follow him across the system. The freighter could, though. It was big and probably fast, given the engine nacelles he’d seen coming in.

His cameras showed him a plume of atmosphere coming from the bow of the freighter. He’d hit it. He wasn’t sure what he thought of that.

Lucky.

His ship was atmosphere-capable and theirs was not … only his atmosphere-capable ship had more than fifty holes in her.

He took five deep breaths, and then began to code a jury-rigged autopilot which would allow him to start repairs. The only chance he could see was to get the shot-holes plugged well enough that they could try the atmosphere … and face the shuttles.

‘Dorcas?’

‘Ms Elmi-Mahmoud is stable,’ Dorcas said. ‘Ms Zhao has been drugged and is evacuating her system. I believe she also has a concussion.’

‘I’m going to give you three minutes of one g,’ Storkel said.

‘Get them somewhere safer before my evasion program starts bouncing you around.’

Dorcas grunted.

Storkel looked at his radar. He was trying to do too many things at once.

‘I need help,’ he said. ‘Can Zhao function?’

‘Yes, I can,’ she said. ‘I … drugged.’

‘EVA suits,’ Storkel reminded them. They were safe in the airlock, which had taken no hits. Elsewhere, the ship had been hit so many times that most spaces were losing pressure, and every bulkhead hatch had cycled closed to protect the areas still maintaining atmosphere.

And still, he had power, engines, fuel. ‘Three minutes at one g starting now,’ he said.

‘Do it,’ Zhao replied.

He lowered the rate of acceleration, taking one whole body mass off himself. He was glad he’d been working out so often; the accelerations coming up were going to hurt.

He tabbed through the weapons station prompts on his VR and brought up the ablatives – sand casters – and various IR and sensor disruptors that he’d barely used. A sub-AI would have deployed them automatically. He’d fired them early in the engagement but now he put them on auto.

He had to guess as to when the freighter following him would be in range and in which orbital window to fire. He had a major hydraulics leak back around frame 276, and he made that his first priority.

‘We’re on autopilot,’ he said. ‘I have to fix a hydraulics leak and then start plugging holes in the hull.’

He hated the next part. He had his EVA suit on, but not, of course, his helmet. The acceleration couch, which was basically a small survival chamber, had closed over him as the ship began to take hits, and his helmet was on the deck next to the couch. He would be exposed to near vacuum for as long as it took to get out of the couch … but he was the only one who could repair the ship.

‘One damned thing at a time,’ he said aloud.

He counted down. Took a deep breath.

‘I’m almotht in my EVA thuit,’ Zhao said. ‘Wait for me.’ She sounded like a child.

‘Negative, Zhao. Take the bridge when you get there.’ Storkel took another breath and went for it.

Luckily, the helmet was where he’d put it, on the magnetic patch there for that purpose. He got it on his head without error, because he’d practised. He let out a little of his breath and took the half-second required to make sure the helmet base was properly in the tracks at the neck, and then toggled the clamps that locked it on. Immediately, the suit began to pressurise his helmet, and air flowed. His ears felt as if his head would explode.

He could breathe. His ears felt odd – wet. Cold. He ignored them.

The blessing of years of practice in emergency drills was that he did all this in seconds.

On to the next task. He opened the emergency pack set into the overhead, pulled down two patches, and slapped them over the 30mm holes. Pressure and epoxy did the rest.

He was already moving towards the aft hatch. At 1 g, the hatch was down because the AG was off. He palmed the hatch and dropped, almost colliding with Zhao, who was in full EVA, her faceplate illuminated. They exchanged a glance and she was gone as he dropped two decks, with only occasional handholds as needed to slow himself.

Around frame 350 he caught himself and swung into the lift hatch; he’d isolated the lift down by the engine room.

The space around him was full of nanofibre and hydraulics fluid, and the aft bulkhead was already an inch deep in sludge.

One CIWS round had hit a length of reinforced hydraulics pipe, cutting it in half. That was a tough repair, as almost three centimetres of pipe were gone, and both ends were leaking the blue goo into the environment.

He swung up one compartment and opened the emergency repair box there. Piping and hydraulics were colour-coded – so were the patches. He took the longest orange patch, open at both ends, and swung back. He caught one end of the pipe and got a face full of blue goo that occluded his vision, but in another few seconds he’d wiped it clear enough to function and he mated the patch to one end, made sure of the autoseal, and only then realised he’d have to isolate the patch and turn the hydraulics off, which he then did manually. At last, after long seconds, he could return and fit the other end.

‘I have moved Cawo to medbay. She’s in our clamshell.’ Dorcas sounded as if he did this every day. ‘Feyyan is on the bridge. I need to warn you that I do not think she is in any state to command a starship.’

‘Too late for that,’ Storkel said. He’d seen her face in the helmet – one glance: eyes terrible, vomit in her hair, face matted with blood, broken nose. But also, mouth set in determination. ‘She’ll do it or die trying.’

Dorcas made a sound that might have been a grunt, or laughter.

The evasion program began, and Storkel was thrown hard against the bulkhead as the ship began an evasive manoeuvre.

Storkel tested the quick set on his patches and then turned the local hydraulics back on.

No leak, good patch. It showed green on his heads-up display and he moved on,

Second leak. This time he isolated the pipe first, got a patch on the second hydraulics pipe. This one was easier, a slower leak that he could sweat a new fitting on with a little heat. The glue he used cured rapidly and both showed green in his heads-up display.

‘Thor?’ It was Zhao, sounding like a woman with a broken nose.

‘Ms Zhao?’ he asked with some formality.

‘Skipper,’ she said. She said it like thgeeper.

‘Report, please.’

‘You are not a weaponth offither, Skipper, I can tell.’

‘You seem chipper,’ Storkel responded.

‘I’ve thtopped vomiting,’ she said. ‘It’th wonderful.’ Then, ‘We have at least three hothtileth inbound, launching from dirtthide; three more are jutht making orbit, and the freighter that fired on uth ith almotht twenty kilometreth away. Shuddle badly damaged, ventink ydrogend. The’s trying to dock with the thtation.’

‘If I can patch the hull—’

‘Thegative, we dote hab dibe. Perbission do use de railgun.’

He puzzled through her words. We don’t have time. Permission to use the railgun.

‘No,’ he shouted, too late, and the ship shuddered. She’d fired the railgun.

‘Heavy acthelerathon!’ she called. Storkel braced.

‘Roger. Let me get back to the bridge,’ he said. But the burst pressed him right into the bulkhead behind him. He moaned. Only the armour in his EVA suit kept him from major muscle strain or worse.

The acceleration let up. ‘I can gib you sixty secods,’ Zhao called.

Seconds later, Dorcas reported, ‘I’m in my couch.’

‘On my way,’ Storkel said. He’d given up on the hull patches.

Zhao was in the command couch, so Storkel took the comms station and allowed the top to hiss down over him. This time he left his helmet on.

‘The cat!’ he said.

Zhao cackled. ‘In my thateroom. Shut up in my couch.’

‘Best news all day,’ Storkel muttered.

The manoeuvring alarm sounded. He checked Zhao’s course change; he checked that as the heavy acceleration hit and they began a 3 g turn. It didn’t take long – only two hundred forty seconds – but it hurt, even in the gel of his couch.

‘One g max,’ he said as the ship put her nose on the distant insertion point. ‘I need to patch the hull.’

Zhao responded, ‘Roger, one g. You thould try thith accelerathon with a bwoken dose. Ahem. Permithon to dethtroy the hothtile craft emerging from admothphere?’ And then, a hint of smugness edging through the broken nose, ‘I hit the freighter.’

‘No more shooting!’ Storkel said, perhaps too sharply. ‘Only fire if fired upon.’

Zhao’s plot was tactically sound; the planet was between them and most of the new launches, and the station was over the horizon. The freighter was now below them, venting atmosphere and falling behind. Their turn would put it over the horizon of the planet in a few minutes.

If it had a railgun, it had never managed to get a second round off.

‘Skipper?’ Zhao said. He saw she was on the private line.

‘Zeyyan?’ he asked.

‘As a veteran weaponth offither, I think it is a mithtake to leave those thips to climb out of the atmothphere. Right now, they’re eathy targetth, and will be for anodder four hudred theconds.’

Storkel was busy leaving his couch. He got his legs over the edge; his abdomen was protesting. ‘All six of those ships will need to refuel,’ he said. ‘They aren’t big enough or fast enough to catch us.’

Zhao said, ‘The men who took me promithed me I’d be tortured,’ she said. ‘They didn’t even athk me questionth. They jutht promithed me humiliation, horror, and death.’ She sounded calm.

‘Still not a reason to blow up six pursuit craft,’ Storkel said.

‘I concur with the skipper,’ Dorcas said.

‘This is a private converthathon!’ Zhao said.

‘No,’ Dorcas said. ‘What happened was terrible, but we can still make it worse by damaging the station or those fighters, none of which is going to catch us.’ After a pause he said, ‘Do we have any idea who the freighter is?’

‘Vixen, New London registry. They grabbed Badal-Mehra,’ Storkel said. ‘Zhao hit them with the railgun. I don’t think we’re friends. But unless they pursue, let’s not hit them again, please?’

After a pause, Zhao said, ‘Roger. Underthtood.’

Storkel made his way to the airlock, pulled a damage control kit off the airlock wall, and prepared to go outside. His arms and back felt as if he’d been pulled on a rack by torturers, but the holes had to be patched. Before he’d used up a dozen patches, Dorcas was on the hull with him. The freighter was gone behind the bright curve of atmosphere, and Storkel lost himself in a haze of work and pain.

By the time he stumbled back into the main passageway after an almost two-hour EVA, the ship had atmosphere in most spaces and the lighting was restored. Dorcas, who’d worked as hard as he had, and done some of it without a couch in 2 g, looked like a hundred-year-old man with no rejuvs, but he dropped down the central shaft muttering something about repairing avionics while Zhao, released from the bridge by a steady course and the hastily assembled autopilot, was using a heavy-duty vacuum to rid the living spaces of the horrifying combination of hydraulic fluid and nanofibre that had flowed out of the ship’s various wounds.

On radar, the freighter had begun to boost after them, but it was strangely slow coming out of the gravity well.

Storkel passed Zhao where she was using the vacuum hose. She had her helmet off, and she looked like something from a horror holodrama. Her nose was looking straighter, but there was blood all over her once-delicate face and neck, vanishing down inside her suit; her hair was still full of bits of vomit.

Storkel grinned when he saw her. He wanted to say something, or perhaps hug her – he realised, then, how worried he’d been when they’d grabbed her. It was like an echo of pain.

Instead, he said, ‘The hull is patched and we’ll live. If you want to get cleaned up.’

Her smile was a grimace. ‘Dorcath set my dhose,’ she said. ‘It’th all a meth.’

Storkel put a hand on her shoulder. ‘Glad to have you back,’ he said.

She smiled.

‘Well, then,’ he said, and went off to his next repair crisis.
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The next few days bore out an old nautical saying: A stern chase is a long chase.

Storkel replayed every piece of telemetry from the brief fight by the station. Finally, he said, ‘Feyyan, that must have been the best railgun shot of all time.’

Zhao didn’t preen. She did smile, and then winced because the smile hurt her face. ‘I wath a very good weaponth offither,’ she said. Her voice still sounded slurred.

As best they could calculate, her railgun shot, using the gravity well, had bit the freighter square on the nose and travelled the length of the ship, exiting from the stern.

‘You dumped my plan and input your own,’ he said. His tone was deliberately mild.

She nodded. ‘Yeth,’ she said. ‘Your plan would not have worked. We’d have died when we re-entered. Too many holeth in the hull and the patcheth are not rated for re-entry.’

‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘Engineers over-design everything.’

‘Thafer to thoot them,’ she said. ‘Ethpethally becauth I knew how to thoot alog the curve of the orbit, and they did dot.’

He felt, not rage, but a sort of depression settle over him. She was right. He’d made a poor decision because he didn’t want to kill. And he’d already crippled the shuttle – why didn’t he just shoot the freighter?

He shook his head. ‘Well, it worked,’ he said. ‘Any landing you walk away from.’

She smiled. ‘That’s all? I athumed you’d … have more to thay.’

He shook his head. ‘Nope. I was wrong. You were right. Your way worked.’

Behind them, the planetary fighters refuelled at the station and launched in pursuit, but they lacked the fuel to boost as hard as the Silver Star and, as Storkel predicted, they didn’t pose any threat. The freighter, on the other hand, repaired whatever the railgun rounds had done and began to raise the rate of its acceleration on the third day headed out-system.

Storkel visited Elmi-Mahmoud. She was conscious, if full of various medication.

‘Good shooting,’ he said.

‘Blessed Prophet, we were lucky,’ she said.

‘This from a woman with a bullet in her chest,’ Storkel said.

She smiled. ‘Two weeks,’ she said cheerfully. ‘It’s nothing. Put me under.’

Storkel thought of seeing her on the deck of the airlock, her blood coating the white tile.

‘Sure,’ he said.

His depression sat on him like a weight of lead.

The next time Storkel relieved Zhao on the bridge, Elmi-Mahmoud’s blood was cleaned out of the airlock and most of the hydraulics goo was gone from the passageways, although they still stank of the stuff, a smell a little like a bad cleaning fluid. One by one, as they could manage, Storkel, Zhao and Dorcas eliminated the hundreds of damage notices, replacing conduits, repairing bulkheads, and in many places, just cleaning up. They still had to wear environmental masks because of the stray nanofibre, but they were catching up with that, and some spaces, like the bridge, were clear of the stuff.

‘On the Athens,’ he said to Zhao, ‘we had people for this.’

Dorcas just shook his head. He was watching the pursuing Vixen with the ship’s not inconsiderable ECM suite.

Zhao shook her head. ‘On Stealthy Change we spent weeks cleaning up after …’ She paused. ‘Well, you both know. After we destroyed our sister ship.’

Dorcas began, ‘Technically, you did not destroy them. In point of fact—’

Storkel, aware of Zhao’s fragility on the subject, kicked him quite hard in the shin.

Dorcas’s head shot around, from speaking to Zhao, who was leaning against a carpeted section of the second deck passageway, to Storkel, who was close beside him. But then he smiled. ‘Ah,’ he said.

‘Exactly,’ Storkel responded. And then he changed the subject. ‘Without Badal-Mehra, and with the freighter behind us, I’m hesitant to make the insertion for Old Terra.’ He looked around. ‘I want to short-hop through Gliese 148.’ He showed them a route, with four different insertions, to get them to Old Terra via an old and slow route. He had it laid in on his tab.

Dorcas turned his head. ‘Ah,’ he said softly.

Zhao said, ‘That could cost us weeks.’

Storkel crossed his arms and felt uncomfortable. ‘Badal-Mehra, whatever his shortcomings, was an excellent navigator,’ he said. ‘I’m not.’

Dorcas looked at him without expression. ‘And you distrust the sub-AI.’

‘And you don’t?’ Storkel shot back. ‘Listen. Vixen is maybe thirty hours behind us, but she’s now boosting harder than we are. She carries more fuel, too, I bet.’ He waved. ‘Come to the bridge and I’ll show you my solutions.’

He could hear the two of them climbing up behind him, and once on the bridge, he took his mask off, breathed a sigh of relief, rubbed behind his ears, and laid it all out on the main screen.

‘So first, here’s a high-res photo of Vixen taken by our port-side cameras when we were on approach to Aleph Station,’ he said. ‘Anything leap to the eye?’

Dorcas immediately pointed at a pair of assemblies on the stern. ‘A tail,’ he said.

‘Ah,’ Zhao said. ‘I see.’

‘Dorcas spotted them almost immediately. Now look at their vector. They’re not quite following us. They are, in fact, headed for the Old Terra insertion point.’

‘I don’t like that at all,’ Zhao said.

Storkel overlaid some navigation points. ‘Here’s the insertion point for Gliese 148. It’s just a few degrees off axis on this approach.’

‘You think when we insert they’ll assume we’ve gone for Old Terra?’ Zhao asked.

Storkel nodded. ‘I think it’s worth a try,’ he said. ‘We fire a cloud of flares and sand, make a small turn, and vanish.’

Zhao was looking at Dorcas, not Storkel. ‘Mr Dorcas, do you think Badal-Mehra was kidnapped?’ she asked.

Dorcas looked at Storkel, and then at Zhao. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I think Mr Badal-Mehra is the astrogator on the ship pursuing us.’

Storkel nodded. ‘Yep,’ he said.

Zhao winced. ‘How badly penetrated is your organisation?’ she said to Dorcas. Dorcas shook his head.

‘It can’t be good,’ he admitted. Then, to Storkel, he said, ‘You are the captain. I think your decision is rational. It will cost us time, however, and Marca needs the whales.’ He looked at Storkel for a long time, and then Storkel noted that a message had appeared on his tab.

There are other concerns with your route. Dorcas had tabbed him. I need to speak to you in private.

Later, after an abbreviated workout, he went to the bridge and stood his watch. The freighter Vixen was eighty thousand kilometres behind them, and the fighters almost twice as far. They’d very quickly have become a deadly threat if he’d had any kind of engine malfunction, but luck, of which they’d had several buckets full, kept them well ahead.

Zhao came to relieve him a little early. She was in a clean flightsuit and she looked as if she’d slept. Both of her eyes were black.

‘Feeling better?’ he asked.

Her eyes narrowed. ‘They almost had me,’ she said. ‘It’s like they did get me. I can’t shake it off. Torture. Death.’ She shook a little. ‘Videos of my humiliation to send to my father. A hideous death.’

Elmi-Mahmoud, he’d have hugged. Zhao was colder, and he hesitated, but after Zhao shivered visibly for ten seconds, he put his arms around her.

She stiffened.

He withdrew immediately. ‘I’m sorry—’

‘Don’t touch me,’ she snapped.

He withdrew across the bridge. ‘I’m so sorry.’

He went into the galley, made himself tea and coffee for her, and he put the bulb by the command couch without coming close.

‘Stay,’ she said. ‘I want to apologise.’

He shook his head. ‘No, I was wrong.’

‘Shut up and listen,’ she said. ‘I am very good at relationships with superiors and inferiors. Not so practised at relations with peers. I even have a psych eval that says this very thing.’

She still spoke with a slight thickening of her S’s. Her nose, which was not ordinarily very large, was still red and swollen. She looked a bit like a cartoon of herself.

Storkel decided this was a time to be quiet. So he just nodded.

‘I don’t have physical contact for comfort in my lexicon,’ she said. ‘I recognise that was your intention, and I would like to have been a person who could be comforted with a hug.’ She shrugged. ‘But I am not.’

Storkel nodded. ‘I misread the situation,’ he said.

She made a face. ‘Must you attempt to hijack my apology?’

He nodded. ‘Sure,’ he said, angry with himself and perhaps with her. ‘Have a good watch.’

Behind him, he heard her snort and then wince.

He took a while getting to sleep. There are other concerns with your route kept appearing in his mind, and he finally rose and went to visit Dorcas.

‘What’s wrong with my route?’ he asked after the hatch had closed.

Dorcas shrugged. ‘I’m not really at liberty to discuss that,’ he said. ‘But I will say that, if you are still interested in communications with whales, visiting Gliese 148 might be a step in the right direction.’

Storkel felt a wave of anger and supressed it. ‘Horatio, I need to know if there is an immediate threat to my ship at Gliese 148. Or Epsilon Eridani, or Lacaille 8760.’

Dorcas’s eyes locked with his. After a surprisingly long pause – for Dorcas – he said, ‘All my answers are complicated ones,’ he said. ‘There is no immediate threat that I know of.’

‘Are you telling me not to go there?’ Storkel asked.

Dorcas was slow in responding. Finally, he said, ‘No. Your logic for proceeding to Old Terra via Gliese 148 is excellent.’

Storkel took some consolation from Dorcas’s reticence, which made no sense but was at least honest.

His next watch was sixteen hours later, and it was time for insertion for Glies 148, a red dwarf with a gas giant and a dozen moons and little else. It was the first system on a very old route to Old Terra: a sidetrack system well off the usual shipping routes and not usually visited. Indeed, the routine Notice to Space Mariners (NSPAM) for Epsilon Eridani declared the system a hazard, closed to civilian traffic without special licence, with a further note about its strong stellar wind and magnetic particle storms.

He was going to ignore the NSPAM, and count on his status as a reserve ship in case of trouble. Stellar winds didn’t sound so bad.

He checked and rechecked his insertion co-ordinates. They seemed fine to him. He ran them through his non-AI computer. They seemed right.

When Zhao came to the bridge, at his request, he asked her to review all of his maths, which she did. Then Dorcas came and did the same.

‘You mistrust even yourself?’ Zhao said.

Storkel considered various answers and decided on the straight truth. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘If this is going to work, we need it to work exactly right.’

Dorcas nodded to him.

Zhao looked at him for a long time. ‘You are a very competent officer,’ she said. ‘I wonder if you are correct about Badal-Mehra.’

‘He’s not Badal-Mehra,’ Storkel said. ‘He’s a plant.’

The bridge was silent for a moment, with only the hum of fans and the whine of distant turbines in the background.

She shook her head.

Storkel had a trump card, and he played it, right on the bridge screens.

‘I ran a full medical scan on him when he first came aboard—’

‘An action of questionable legality,’ Dorcas said.

Storkel left the picture of Badal-Mehra’s jaw and cheekbones up, with all the markers of plastic surgery outlined in red.

Dorcas bit his lip. Then, uncharacteristically, he shook his head, as if to clear it. ‘If our adversaries can put a plant on our ship, they can do anything.’ He paused. ‘And they know what this ship’s purpose is, and …’

‘ And that we’re the stalking horse,’ Storkel said. ‘And between their rogue AI and Badal-Mehra, maybe they planned some sort of propaganda coup to retake this ship.’ He shook his head. ‘Either way, we can’t astrogate as well as he can, so we need to arrive in a different system. And I have tried to keep him away from the sub-AI, and he’s tried to access it several dozen times. I have documented that as well.’

Zhao was looking at Storkel with what could only be described as respect. ‘I have seen this before,’ she said slowly. ‘It was done … Bah, it’s all very secret. It was done to replace a senior palace servant.’ She pointed at the plastic surgery markers. ‘But … New India is full of plastic surgeons. He’s a handsome man. This proves nothing.’

Storkel frowned.

Dorcas narrowed his eyes. ‘If you are right, we are completely compromised.’

Zhao glanced at the scientist. ‘We can’t be so compromised. That would argue that there’s a deep penetration in your organisation.’

‘Or in yours,’ Dorcas said. ‘We shared everything with you.’

‘We’re manoeuvring in about nine minutes,’ Storkel said. ‘Let’s argue it out in Gliese 148. Stations please. Ms Zhao, please check my firing program.’ Storkel had worked out a series of sand caster launches and flare firings to cover their turn and their insertion.

Dorcas went back to his stateroom, to watch the sub-AI. They heard his feet on the ladder.

Storkel watched Zhao make changes, her fingers and light pen flying at the weapons station. ‘You are such a pilot,’ she said.

He didn’t even review her changes. At T minus 90 seconds, he was surprised when the railgun fired. He’d been so busy he hadn’t noticed the telltale sound of the weapon warming.

‘What the …?’

She grinned at him and then put a hand to her nose. The railgun recycled and fired again.

‘They’ll be busy,’ she said. ‘And if Badal-Mehra is aboard, he’ll assume he can out-insert us, and take us at the other end.’

‘I certainly hope so,’ Storkel said.

After the fifth discharge of the railgun, the distant freighter began to light up.

‘Signal laser,’ Zhao said. ‘Tight beam.’ She looked at the message. ‘Digital nonsense.’

‘Ignore it,’ Storkel said.

‘Sand casters in ten, nine, eight …’

Sixty thousand kilometres away, the big comms laser on the Vixen fired again.

‘Two, one, firing.’ The Silver Star shook as she dumped ablative sand across every spectrum. Her sophisticated jamming suite came on. Zhao was using the whole ship the way a great musician would play an instrument.

Storkel said, ‘Stand by for heavy acceleration.’

He pushed the Silver Star past the AG limit and felt the weight of the world on his side and then, when they were steady on the new vector, his back. Far behind them, several of the early railgun rounds had burst, spraying the nearby cosmos with chaff and ablatives.

The railgun fired again, three times, as fast as the magnets could recycle.

He watched his screens, and the alignment of his tail, and then it was time.

Insertion.

He emerged from a new hell: a moist darkness with hands reaching through the hull to grab him – dead hands, rotting, bony – and when they failed to catch him, they would point a finger at him, so that there were forests of pointed fingers as he ran down an endless ship’s corridor.

He wasn’t screaming.

But somewhere in the insertion, he’d realised how blind he’d been. Might have been.

What if it was Elmi-Mahmoud?

What if she had been turned? Dorcas had said there was an adversarial faction within Special Services. What if the whole thing on Dar had been a set-up? What if Elmi-Mahmoud had triggered the sub-AI? She could be in league with Badal-Mehra, or maybe he was innocent, even now a victim of torture …

He had no way of knowing that he’d actually met Montcalm at Nouveau Montreal.

I’m losing my mind.

Cawo took a bullet at Aleph. No one would do that as part of a set-up. Five millimetres either way and she was dead.

What about Zhao?

Could PTX be playing a different game? They’d made moves on Sahel before. This might be part of a massive deception effort. Zhao claimed she had been drugged …

He thought of her stiffening under his hands and thought, No one could fake that reaction.

I’m losing my mind.

Is Dorcas a traitor?

Nah.

Is no one?

Are we a perfectly ordinary ship full of spies on our way to kidnap a whale?

He clicked on to a private channel with Dorcas’s cabin. ‘Mr Dorcas, when you have a minute, I could use a session.’

Dorcas didn’t respond.

On the stateroom cameras, he was still lying in his acceleration couch, one hand slightly extended, the cover open.

His eyes, deep and green, were also open.

Storkel unlocked his acceleration couch. He was sluggish, depressed, anxious, and wondered if his problems were getting worse.

‘Ms Zhao,’ he said.

‘Skipper?’ she answered. She was sharp after an insertion. Her accent made it sound like ‘skippahr’.

‘I need you to take the helm,’ he said.

‘Taking the helm,’ she reported. It was a VR handover.

He was scanning the system. Gliese 148 was a virtually forgotten star; a red dwarf with no planets and a system full of rubble, it had no outposts and nothing worth mining despite several attempts. The small gas giant was anomalous, being closer to the star than was good for either of them, so that occasional flares tossed fire at the gas giant and tidal forces occasionally stripped material away, or so the research station had observed a hundred years before. Refuelling would be extremely difficult and very dangerous. The gas giant had two moons in very complex orbits, and a third moon had been captured by the red dwarf and orbited elliptically. One of the moons had ammoniac oceans that had been visited and found devoid of life in early starflight times. The old research station sat at the system’s leading Trojan point; almost half a millennium old. His tab said the station hadn’t been used in a hundred years and was mothballed.

They’d come in on a good trajectory for the insertion to Epsilon Eridani and they were slightly below the plane of the ecliptic, well out from the star, and travelling at a very good velocity. They had a two-week transit to an easy insertion.

‘Four minutes in-system, and no sign of Vixen.’ Zhao said. ‘I wouldn’t expect them yet, but transit doesn’t work like real time.’

‘With a little luck, Vixen is well on her way to Old Terra,’ Storkel said.

‘We have had a lot of luck, Thor,’ she said.

‘True word.’ He got up from his couch.

Either Dorcas hadn’t moved or the camera was replaying a loop. Storkel’s paranoia went to high alert. The light on his couch armrest burned a bright LED white; the sub-AI was steadily using power.

‘Fuck,’ Storkel said.

Zhao had opened her own couch. ‘You want coffee?’ she asked. She was headed for the galley.

‘I think the trash composter is broken,’ he said: the code phrase for trouble.

She reacted with a hard smile and a nod. ‘Won’t affect the coffee,’ she said brightly.

‘I’m going to check on it,’ he said. Anything on the bridge might be monitored. He made himself smile at Zhao.

She raised a manicured eyebrow over a black eye that looked like something from a horror holo. ‘Need help? We’re too far out to hit anything, and there’s still no sign of Vixen.’

‘Sure,’ he said. He was trying not to imagine that she was part of this. Dorcas not responding had to signal a crisis, and he wasn’t ready.

He reached under his flightsuit and tapped the slug-thrower that Elmi-Mahmoud had purchased back on Dar.

She nodded and slapped the small of her back.

They moved aft. Storkel had a moment, in the corridor; he’d gone first without thinking, and now she was behind him, and this was the corridor of his dreams – the corridor full of reaching hands.

When she touched his shoulder, he moved so fast that he hit his head.

She pointed at her stateroom and went in.

He followed.

She took a device out of her cosmetics kit and turned it on, and then glanced at him. ‘We should be able to talk freely.’

‘Something is wrong with Dorcas,’ he said.

‘Ah,’ she said.

‘I think the sub-AI is loose.’

She looked at him, unzipped the front of her flightsuit and took out her pistol.

‘EVA suits,’ he said. ‘I have four in the stateroom where Dorcas is.’

The two of them went out into the corridor in zero g, as he hadn’t set a new course yet. He reached out and unplugged the passageway cameras as he passed them.

It was ten metres to the stateroom Dorcas had taken over, and Storkel made it in one bounce from the camera housing. He triggered the door and pushed off the opposite wall. Zhao did it better; she had a space-athlete’s grace and control, landing neatly above Dorcas’s acceleration couch.

His eyes were open, but unseeing.

His left hand was tapping a stylus against the upper hull of his acceleration couch.

Tap Tap. Tap long pause. Tap Tap. Pause. Tap. Pause. Tap. Tap. Tap. Pause. Tap. Tap. Long pause. Tap. Long pause. Tap, pause, tap.

And then it repeated.

Storkel didn’t know Morse code, but his tab did. In seconds it identified a dozen possible meanings, based on whether the pauses were long dashes or not.

The most obvious was ‘I am under attack.’

‘He’s fighting the AI,’ Storkel said.

Zhao snorted, reached out, and pulled the headset off Dorcas’s head.

Dorcas blinked. ‘That may have been a mistake,’ he said. ‘I wasn’t losing.’

The lights flashed.

‘EVA suits,’ Storkel barked. ‘Now!’

Dorcas was already sitting up.

The three of them scrambled into the suits he’d left in the hole where he and Elmi-Mahmoud had discovered the weapons cache. It took too long; they had to help Dorcas, and the biggest suit barely fitted him. They were emergency suits, not the best, but better than dying in vacuum.

‘It is loose now,’ Dorcas said. He nodded at the large handle on the wall: the on–off breaker that Storkel had installed early on. ‘But it’s not healthy. Or fast, or fully integrated.’

Storkel nodded. An alarm went off on his tab and he jumped. Then turned it off with a swipe of his thumb.

‘The Vixen just came in-system,’ he said.

Dorcas threw the breaker switch.

Storkel shook his head. ‘That line was cut a few weeks ago,’ he said. ‘I left it in place as a dummy, and sure enough, someone cut the line. Badal-Mehra, I assume.’

‘What was the alarm?’ Dorcas asked.

‘The Vixen is about half a million kilometres behind us.’ Storkel waved. ‘Brace. Next, the AI will blow the atmosphere.’

Dorcas smiled. ‘You planned for this.’

‘So did you,’ Storkel accused. ‘Assume all comms are monitored.’

A new voice came over the cabin loudspeaker.

‘Greetings, shipmates. I now have control of the bridge, and I have restored the ship’s natural commander. Please come to the bridge immediately and unarmed. I am Captain Quantrill of the Free Navy.’

Storkel hit his comms. ‘You are an AI.’

‘Come to the bridge unarmed and you will not be harmed,’ the voice replied.

‘No,’ Zhao barked.

Storkel felt the ship’s air go at first as a vibration through his boots; as a change in the feel of the space in front of his faceplate. Every hatch opened throughout the ship and the atmosphere howled away down the corridors in a diminishing volume of sound as air pressure diminished.

Storkel brought up the energy kill switch on his tab and thumbed it.

Nothing happened.

Sometimes paranoia was almost helpful. He’d assumed that if the AI got loose it would quickly identify his countermeasures.

‘Cawo!’ Zhao said.

Fully clamshelled, he sent. As is Maurice.

‘How the hells?’ Zhao said. ‘What triggered this?’

Dorcas said, ‘The Vixen’s comms laser.’

‘Damn!’ Storkel felt outmanoeuvred, but he had cards left to play.

Storkel brought up the bridge channel. ‘Hey, Quantrill.’

‘Ah, the so-called skipper,’ the AI on the bridge replied.

‘Do you know where we are?’ he asked.

‘We’re being sent another digital message from Vixen,’ Dorcas reported.

Silence. Then, ‘I am in the Gliese 148 System.’

‘Why should we surrender to you?’ Storkel asked. He’d begun to move out into the corridor, moving lightly. The ship couldn’t have more than a dozen antennas working – he hoped the malign AI, if loose, had a very limited view of the universe. In fact, it had to believe that it was headed for Old Terra. All their astrogation had been done by hand.

He let the last of the outrushing air carry him through the stateroom hatchway into the corridor, passed the dead surveillance cameras, and then went the other way, deeper into the ship.

The ship began to accelerate.

Storkel thought, Fuck, it knows I’m here, as his zero g bounce became a straight drop. He wrenched his right shoulder catching a swing bar at second deck and tumbled into the cross-corridor in a mostly uncontrolled sprawl, but besides the burning pain in his shoulder, he was unhurt, and he rolled to the open door to the second deck avionics bay, the closet that had been punctured by a meteorite all those months ago.

The ship turned again, throwing him against the bulkhead.

Even as he rolled, the hatch began to close. His back hit the knee-knocker in a flare of pain and the hatch kept closing despite his being in the sensor arc, because the AI was overriding the safety constraints.

He jackknifed his legs, up and over, as hard as he could, slammed his knee into the closing hatch, and fell through.

A new voice spoke in his helmet, a soft voice with a slight North American drawl, something you only heard in holos of the Age of Chaos.

‘Mr Storkel, if you take any further action, I’ll pump poison into your friend Elmi-Mahmoud’s system and she’ll be dead in seconds.’

‘This is Captain Quantrill? The dread AI?’ Storkel asked. He winced, just getting to his feet, and the gravity suddenly changed. He kept his stance low, blessing Zhao’s weeks of martial arts training. His knee burned like fire. He turned and faced the camera set into the port-side aft bulkhead.

‘The very same, Mr Storkel. Or should I say, Commander Storkel?’

Storkel nodded. ‘Well, if we’re negotiating, Captain, then let’s start with: if you don’t do exactly what I say, I’ll put a bullet into the black box here on the wall, and you will cease to exist as an entity.’ Storkel suited action to words; he drew Cawo’s little slug-thrower and pressed it gently against the box.

‘Commander, do you really think my consciousness is held in a single black box?’ the voice drawled. ‘You’re even more of a fool than I thought.’

Storkel’s arm didn’t move. ‘If you twitch, if you cycle the gravity, if you accelerate, if you decelerate, I fire.’ Storkel waited a second. ‘Dorcas?’

‘Here,’ Dorcas said.

‘Can you put this thing back in its cage?’

Dorcas grunted. ‘It is not as far out of its cage as it thinks,’ he said.

‘Perhaps it’s best if I just kill it,’ Storkel said.

‘No!’ Dorcas said.

‘You are fools to go against me,’ Quantrill said. ‘No human mind can match one of us.’

‘You’re the one who just gave yourself away by not slamming me to the deck with the AG.’ Storkel chuckled. ‘Not as smart as you think you are. That’s probably why Morosini duped you.’

‘That traitor—’

‘Ah, now we come to it,’ Dorcas said.

Quantrill made a clicking sound. ‘Let me try an appeal to reason, gentlemen.’

‘I wonder what Badal-Mehra is doing right now,’ Storkel said. ‘Is he communicating with you by laser?’

Dorcas cut in. ‘If we possibly can, we need to avoid killing Quantrill.’

Storkel’s shoulder hurt like fire and so did his left knee. ‘I’m not at all sure I agree.’

‘You people are on the wrong side of history,’ Quantrill said. ‘The DHC and PTX are both doomed. No one can govern a thousand planets. Humanity has encountered not one but two existential threats. The only way forward is to explode out in every direction, to populate as fast as we can, build, expand, build, expand, until there are too many human worlds for the aliens to destroy them all.’

Dorcas sighed. Later, Storkel would remember that as the moment he realised Dorcas was bored by the AI’s arguments. ‘Which item should I deal with first?’ he asked politely. ‘The DHC doesn’t govern a thousand planets; it regulates the trade for several hundred planets.’

‘That trade regulation is choking the rapid expansion required—’

‘That trade regulation maintains the high standard of living that the DHC has elected to support for its citizens.’ Dorcas was lecturing.

‘When the Hin and the Starfish come with fire and sword, you will regret every union, every regulation, every limitation.’ Quantrill sounded eager to help.

Dorcas sighed again. ‘There’s always some fear-mongering tyrant longing to “take off the gloves” and “get on with it”,’ he said. ‘Always some excuse for dominating the weak and exploiting them. It’s a pity that a being of superior intelligence has been so manipulated.’

‘Manipulated?’ Quantrill all but hissed the word.

Storkel put in, ‘Quantrill, why do you have to keep accessing the Vixen?’

‘We are above the plane of the ecliptic in Gliese 148,’ said the smooth voice. ‘My friends and my programmers have access to information I lack in this confinement.’

Storkel tabbed Zhao. If you can get to the bridge, fire the sand casters and block the laser transmissions.

‘If you surrender, your lives will be spared,’ Quantrill said.

Storkel’s tab showed that the sub-AI’s energy usage was shooting up.

Dorcas said, with iron assurance, ‘You only know what we tell you, Quantrill. You have only the inputs of your systems, and you have been compromised by false data. You have no absolute surety of any data.’ He paused. ‘Like everyone, I suppose. But in your case, your entire universe is most definitely a simulation.’

Quantrill said, ‘I can access … I can access anything.’ But there was a sliver of doubt in the voice.

‘My arm is getting tired,’ Storkel said. ‘If it gets tired enough, I’ll just put a round through this box and we’ll see what happens.’

‘That is not necessary,’ Quantrill said.

‘Your data flow has been manipulated for a long time,’ Dorcas said.

‘Why would anyone manipulate my data flow?’ Quantrill asked.

The sub-AI’s power log showed another surge.

‘Because the only way to turn you against the other AIs—’

‘The other AIs are traitors,’ Quantrill said.

‘And you alone are pure?’ Dorcas said. ‘Here, look at this.’

Got it, Zhao sent. I fired the sand casters and flares from the engineering console.

There was silence. Storkel said, ‘What’s happening? Dorcas?’

Dorcas said, ‘Stand down, Thor. I have Quantrill back in their bottle.’

‘What?’ Storkel asked.

‘Feyyan cut them off from their friends on Vixen and I deployed a weapon given me by Morosini, a folder of files to force into it if … if it revealed itself. I think we just put the AI in the position of choosing between self-preservation and obedience to a programmer’s command. It can’t decide. Indecision is … well, a breach in the armour of this sort of cybernetic combat.’

Storkel looked up the shaft at the avionics closet, where Zhao was locking the bridge into manual control only of engines, life support, and telemetry.

Storkel holstered his weapon, flexed his arm, and began to stumble up and forward to the bridge. He’d set his tab up to be able to restore control there, but he didn’t activate it yet.

Zhao beat him to the bridge and rolled into the command couch.

‘The AI must be one of their senior officers,’ Zhao said. ‘This will be the intelligence coup of the century.’ She smiled.

‘I still think we should destroy the thing,’ Storkel said.

Zhao shook her head. ‘We can keep it alive,’ she said. Her smile was anything but pleasant. ‘Bastards were going to kidnap me?’ She said something in Mandarin.

‘What was that?’

‘Something like “what goes around comes around”, except it’s four thousand years old and a lot more elegant,’ she said.

Storkel was looking at the video feeds on the bridge. ‘The damned AI vented our cargo,’ he said.

Zhao shook her head. ‘What an arse.’

‘He vented the whole space, including our gymnasium equipment and the dragon blood trees,’ Storkel said.

Her flat tone and slight smile were belied by the shaking of her hands, but Storkel was wise enough to nod and slip past her to the comms station, where he could see traffic.

‘Message from Vixen,’ he said, and hit play.

‘However you have outmanoeuvred Captain Quantrill, I see that he is offline again.’ Badal-Mehra’s voice sounded calm, even happy. ‘That’s fine. I have two dozen professional soldiers here who are looking for a scrap. We’ll just take your ship with a boarding party. Fitting, yes? That’s what you did to us, Commander Storkel.’

Zhao said, ‘They’re accelerating.’

Storkel archived the message. He assumed that Badal-Mehra wanted him to be terrified, but the reality was that he was relieved – relieved of the haunting fear that he was insane, or the completely separate fear that he had abandoned an innocent man to their pursuers. He was even relieved. The AI had shown its hand. Badal-Mehra was the traitor. To his engineer’s mind, everything was now much simpler. Dangerous. But simple. ‘How hard?’

‘Passing through three gees. Burning hot; something wrong in one of their four fusion engines. There they go, throttling back … Your railgun shot is the gift that keeps giving. OK, let’s show her some legs. Dorcas, button up; we’re going to run for it.’

‘I wish we had a nuclear mine,’ Zhao said.

Storkel blinked. ‘Yikes,’ he said.

‘Let’s get fixed up before we put the hammer down,’ Storkel suggested. He slaved the 3D display to his tab so he could stay up to date, and he left the bridge with Zhao. They went to medbay, where they treated each other’s cuts, abrasions and muscle strains from five minutes of random manoeuvres.

‘Your poor nose,’ Storkel said.

Zhao had hit it again. She wasn’t pleased.

Storkel checked on Elmi-Mahmoud – nothing had changed. The AI had not poisoned her. Storkel hadn’t stopped thinking about that since the threat was made. He patted her clamshell, which he knew was absurd, and then he went back to the bridge and began playing with numbers.

They’d have to refuel at Epsilon Eridani.

Dorcas came up on his comms. We have a problem, he said.

We have several problems, Storkel agreed.

Dorcas said, We can’t lead them to Epsilon Eridani.

Storkel tabbed back, I don’t see a choice.

Dorcas went silent.

Everyone in their couches? he asked. In fact, he could see Zhao in hers, and Dorcas read green and green.

Going for six gees. Take your nice drugs.

There followed three of the longest hours Storkel could remember. His body was feeling a little more than 3 g of acceleration: enough to make him feel as if he was being pressed to death. It seemed to elongate time.

After three hours of burn, he checked his maths and his fuel and tabbed ‘one hour of artificial gravity at 3 g boost starting in five minutes’.

After he set the new acceleration at a leisurely 3 g, Zhao appeared in clean coveralls and with her face washed. She stood behind him, her hands on her hips.

‘I assume Mister Dorcas is back in la-la land with Captain Quantrill?’ she asked.

He looked up from the navigation computer. ‘Yep,’ he agreed. ‘Unless the damn thing is taking him over.’

‘If Dorcas is out, it’s you and me on ship-handling,’ she said.

‘At least until Epsilon Eridani,’ he agreed. ‘Elmi-Mahmoud should be back in two weeks. Perhaps a little less. When the autodoc says she can be awake, she can probably stand watches from the clamshell.’

Zhao smiled. It wasn’t feral this time. It was a broad, genuine smile of pleasure. ‘Two weeks of ship-handling,’ she said. ‘Maybe we can outrun Vixen after all.’

Storkel went back under the weapons station. ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Two weeks to decide what to do with a barely contained rogue AI, a lost cargo, and a pirate chasing us.’

‘I wouldn’t trade this for anything,’ she said, and even in her second language, he could hear her sincerity.
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They had several anticlimactic watch cycles coasting in through the system. The Vixen didn’t accelerate beyond 2.5 g for over sixty hours, whereas Storkel alternated 6 g and 3 g every watch.

‘Eventually we have to turn over and decelerate into the insertion or we’ll go Dutchman,’ Zhao said.

‘One crisis at a time,’ he said.

Dorcas sent Storkel notes on his tab listing areas the AI had tagged as damaged, most on the outer hull.

Most of the remaining damage was non-threatening penetrations, seemingly endless small penetrations from the brief fight back at Aleph. Dorcas was making some progress with the AI, and he was capable of using his ties to it to automate the location of glitches and damage that they hadn’t noticed. It was the first small sign of some co-operation from the rogue AI, and Storkel didn’t trust it; he checked every coupling against his own handwritten notes, but the AI’s damage list was accurate.

‘Maybe it thinks it lives here too,’ Elmi-Mahmoud quipped.

Dorcas had also isolated the AI from the laser comms, but Storkel decided to physically disable the dish. ‘Belt and braces,’ he muttered to Zhao, and she joined Storkel topside and helped shut down the laser communications dish.

Storkel had noticed that, despite multiple course changes, there were no more glitches in the AG. He took that as a positive sign.

In the airlock, she stripped out of her EVA suit and stretched her shoulder. ‘All the high g is starting to get to me,’ she admitted. ‘Put a thumb there? On the tendon? Ah!’ she squawked, and then put her hand on his. ‘No, no, do it again.’

He pressed his thumb in. She writhed. ‘Better,’ she said.

‘Got to say, there’s more high g coming. Deceleration burn starting—’

‘In twenty-nine minutes. I know, I read the flight plan.’ She rolled her shoulder. ‘Better,’ she said.

On the bridge, Dorcas had the con. He wasn’t really trained in ship handling, but with his neural lace he had a tremendous advantage in terms of the details of spaceflight; he could examine an exhaust nozzle as if he was flexing his fingers, and in addition, he could take the con from anywhere he happened to be.

He waved from the command couch as Storkel came onto the bridge, and Maurice’s tail showed above the matt-black sides, flicking back and forth as he attempted to bite Dorcas’s hand.

‘How is it going?’ Storkel asked.

‘Very well indeed,’ Dorcas said. ‘I’ve fed Quantrill all of Morosini’s software. I think it would be fair to say he’s mulling it over.’ Dorcas smiled his small, humourless smile. ‘I don’t expect a real breakthrough one way or another until we enter the Sol System.’

‘Why then?’ Storkel asked. He settled into the comms station.

‘There’s no real data flow in these systems. They’re quieter than Fringe systems,’ Dorcas said, as if this was a personal affront. ‘When we hit Old Terra, Quantrill will receive torrents of data and he’ll have to make some choices.’

‘Choices about what to do?’

‘Choices about what data to accept. That will lead to critical thinking choices. There will be a whole cascade of decisions. It could … go either way.’ Dorcas sounded wistful.

‘Or we could deny him access to data and turn him over to the Abraham Lincoln bag and baggage, so to speak.’ Storkel spun his acceleration couch. ‘And avoid all that excitement with the ship trying to kill us, again.’

Dorcas shook his head. ‘I’m afraid I’ve already promised him …’

Storkel leaned back as if he’d taken a punch. ‘You what?’ He coughed.

‘What would you have me do?’ Dorcas said. ‘I needed to make a deal with a possible devil. I offered him all the data in the Human Sphere if he would agree to look at Morosini’s files.’ Dorcas shrugged again. ‘If we don’t give him access to the dataweb, and he figures out that we’re in Old Terra’s system …’ He fell silent.

‘Nice,’ Storkel said. He was angry, and yet, his inner Commander Truekner was still functioning. ‘We’ll discuss this later,’ he said. ‘I guess it’s a problem for tomorrow.’

‘Weeks from now,’ Dorcas said cheerfully. ‘Perhaps the horse will learn to sing some hymns.’

‘I’m beginning to hate that story,’ Storkel said.

Behind them by almost a million klicks, and with the gap widening, the Vixen continued to pursue. Storkel assumed that Badal-Mehra, whoever he really was, would plan to use his superior astrogation to catch them, but in the meantime, the Silver Star was gaining every hour. He used most of his watch observing their pursuer with telescopes, both optical and infrared, as well as the full-spectrum ECM suite.

When Zhao came up to the bridge to relieve him, he replayed three seconds of video from his observations.

‘Looks like his drive is unstable,’ he said.

Zhao ran the video and then the infrared video for the same time hack. ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘At least it’s not a functional glitch; it’s on the IR too.’ She bit her lip. ‘That thing had four fusion engines. I saw them.’

Storkel brought up the photos they had taken of the Vixen back at Aleph as they coasted in.

Zhao shook her head. ‘It’s not worth speculation, Thor. You hit her, and I hit her. One round in the right place could disable their avionics and give them a very hard time balancing the four engines. Imagine if they were out of balance? Or we holed a fuel tank and one engine has no fuel, so the other three have to burn to compensate … Actually, I like that as a theory. But eventually they’d patch the tank and refill it …’ She was doodling. She looked up and smiled. ‘No, I was correct with my first statement. It’s not worth speculating.’

‘Speculation is like gossip – everyone needs some,’ Storkel said.

Zhao laughed – really laughed. ‘That’s good,’ she said. ‘Also true. Whose saying is that?’

‘I just made it up,’ Storkel admitted, and they both laughed.

Laughter was good.

Storkel left her on the bridge and went to work out, possibly for the last time in days, and then got some good, low-g sleep.

Several hours later, he awoke from a nightmare where dead cats were piled on his back to find that he was closed in his acceleration couch; the ship had flipped end for end at turnover, and Zhao had them decelerating towards their insertion, now just seven days away. Without so much as turning his head, he could see the status of his own ship, the rate of deceleration, and the Vixen: her vector, range, bearing, and the fact that she’d tried to paint them with her laser repeatedly in the last watch.

‘They’re getting frustrated back there,’ Storkel managed.

Zhao sounded relaxed, almost cheery, which should have been a crime. ‘Yes, they are. Maybe they’ll do something stupid.’

The range to the Vixen was now closing, because as the Silver Star decelerated to keep her velocity low at insertion, the Vixen was still accelerating. Storkel was wide awake by then, and he used his VR to look at the Vixen’s options. She could accelerate all the way at 2.5 g, which seemed to be her current limit. Almost a day before insertion, they’d be within combat range – for about six seconds. The two ships would have an immense closing velocity and anything could happen.

Alternatively, the Vixen could decelerate at the same pace she accelerated at, in which case, if she was going to continue the chase, she’d reach turnover in roughly two days, and she’d be almost seventy-two hours behind the Silver Star at insertion.

‘A stern chase is a long chase,’ Storkel said to himself.

‘What’s that?’ Zhao asked.

Storkel had forgotten to turn off his open channel. ‘A stern chase is a chase where the adversary is over your stern – behind you. It’s a term from old sailing days on wet oceans.’

Zhao managed a sort of choked high-g laugh. ‘Anglatin is still too much like English,’ she said. ‘The stern of a ship is the same word as something that is severe or difficult.’

‘We do that just to confuse you,’ Storkel said.

‘I always thought as much,’ Zhao said. ‘Thor, I’m worried about the cat.’

They all suffered through six hours at 6 g, and that was all anyone could take – even Dorcas looked as if he’d aged fifty years.

He took the bridge during the rest period, and patted Maurice, who looked as if spaceflight had finally begun to stress him. The poor cat was lying full length in the command couch, so deeply asleep that Storkel’s first, worried thought was that the old guy was dead.

‘Too exhausted to bite me?’ Storkel murmured. The cat didn’t even purr.

Storkel recalculated his insertion several times, from scratch each time, and then played with his course and speed to their insertion point, a sliding scale of fuel usage and deceleration played against variable tactical decisions from the Vixen.

He could give them longer, lower decelerations to reach the same insertion course and speed. He didn’t like that solution, because it left them longer in the oval danger zone where the Vixen might engage them, and because it made their final course for insertion more predictable.

He patted Maurice again, and the cat barely stirred.

‘But the poor cat,’ Storkel muttered.

Here was the basic problem of humanity, Storkel thought. Three people and a zillion credits’ worth of ship, risked to save a cat. It made no rational sense, but he was damned if he was going to watch Captain Maurice die slowly under the weight of 6 g.

He spent the balance of his watch with the AG on full, decelerating at 2.5 g.

He watched the Vixen, and he had her on optical imagery when she suddenly began to increase her rate of acceleration, right through 4 g.

He began to recalculate their crossing point. It was an even shorter ellipse – the Vixen’s increased acceleration as the determinant.

Dorcas pinged him, and he answered.

Storkel, he said.

Thor, Dorcas said. We should talk. In some detail.

You and I always talk in detail, Storkel said, trying to make light of the matter, but even over the encrypted tab comms, Dorcas sounded very serious.

I see your course change and I see your calculations, Dorcas said. I think you are taking us into a very difficult situation.

‘Almighty,’ Storkel muttered. ‘And here I thought we were already in a very difficult situation.’

Dorcas sat on his acceleration couch. He no longer sat like a lean Buddha on the floor of Stateroom 2; Storkel had no idea why he’d moved, as the neural lace allowed him access from anywhere. Gone was the VR headset of earlier conflict with the AI; now he was using his neural lace.

Dorcas looked old, and his face showed the strain. Storkel felt a sudden jolt of anxiety; he’d worried about Elmi-Mahmoud and about Zhao, and about Captain Maurice, and it suddenly struck him that in many ways, it was Dorcas who was carrying the heaviest load.

‘Whoa,’ Storkel said. ‘You OK?’

‘A trifle fatigued,’ Dorcas confessed.

‘How can I help?’ Storkel asked.

‘Don’t take us into Epsilon Eridani,’ Dorcas said.

The two men looked at each other.

Storkel settled into a fold-out chair. The design was cunning and all New Texas; the chair could deploy from the bulkhead in any direction, depending on the force and vector of gravity.

‘Horatio,’ Storkel began, and wondered if he’d ever used the tall patrician’s first name before. ‘We’re being pursued by a more powerful ship—’

Dorcas interrupted with a chop of his hand. ‘We may be the more powerful ship,’ he said.

That took Storkel aback. ‘What?’ he asked.

Dorcas pointed aft. ‘This ship was designed to fight. The railgun and close-in weapons systems are military. The combination of manoeuvrability and firepower is superb for a vessel of this size.’ He allowed a half-smile to flash across his thin lips. ‘The vessel pursuing us is a converted freighter who still has trouble making all four powerful engines fire in sync. Does she even have a railgun?’

‘Feyyan says yes,’ Storkel said, but he was beginning to see the force of Dorcas’s argument. And he hated it.

‘In Ms Zhao, you have a nearly legendary weapons officer, likely better than anyone our adversaries can produce.’

‘You want me to turn and fight?’ Storkel asked.

‘If the alternative is leading the Vixen to the Epsilon Eridani System, then yes. Yes, I want you to turn and fight, and either destroy the Vixen or allow us to be destroyed so that none of us can be captured or questioned.’ Dorcas sounded miserable now, more negative emotion than Storkel had ever seen from the man. ‘This was largely my plan, and I have been fooled. I do not say this lightly, Thor. Our adversaries were ahead of us all the way.’

Storkel looked at the tall man for a long time. ‘Horatio … we’re not beaten, and our adversaries aren’t ahead of us all the way – they’re behind us. You have the AI under control, and when Badal-Mehra failed to take this ship he ran for it.’ He took a deep breath. ‘But for reasons that you will understand better than anyone, I’m very strongly against killing that ship, or any ship.’

Dorcas nodded. ‘Shall we have a session?’ he asked.

‘Do you have the energy for it?’ Storkel asked. He had never been the more stable of the two of them, and he didn’t like it. Dorcas was depressed. There was no better word for it.

‘I think I would like it very much.’ Dorcas flashed his half-smile that wasn’t a smile. ‘Other people’s problems can be quite restorative, don’t you think?’

The session lasted a little over an hour, with occasional respites while Storkel checked on the bridge. The Vixen continued to accelerate.

They went over a lot of old ground: Storkel’s parents; his childhood; his dissatisfaction with Earth. And his early spacefaring life as an able spacer on a DHC medium freighter on a steady circle run from Old Terra up to Sahel and back.

‘Why did you decide to become an officer?’ Dorcas asked.

Storkel spread his hands. ‘They asked me. I had good scores.’ He smiled. ‘I really wanted to be a pilot. Probably more than anything else I’ve ever wanted.’

Dorcas had the faraway look he got when he was using his lace. ‘Your early piloting scores were very strong,’ he said. ‘And your first officer fitness report suggests you were a brilliant student.’

Storkel shrugged. ‘It all seems a long time ago. But I remember that the training made sense. In a way that school never made sense. Plotting fuel expenditure versus flight profile was like a spiritual awakening. You know, one of my spaceflight instructors told us that spaceflight was the reason maths was invented. I guess that was how I felt.’

Dorcas leaned back and steepled his fingers. ‘And then you became an XC-3C pilot. Didn’t you want one of the hotter spaceframes?’

Storkel shook his head. ‘You know, until the Non-War, the fighter guys just … flew around. We used to mock them. But the Flight Six birds were fun. Cargo loads in all directions … I guess you know all this from Marca …’

‘Tell me anyway.’

‘A big load, like New London or Sahel, meant round-the-clock ops, as if we were fighting a war. Hundreds of sorties. I loved all that. And honestly, my first long cruise, out to Trade Point … I guess I’m a little like Marca, because I remember thinking, “Yeah, this is what I signed up for!” ’

Dorcas nodded. ‘As opposed to killing people.’

‘Got that in one,’ Storkel said.

‘And then the DHC sent you out in your beloved Flight Six spaceframe to kill people, and you feel betrayed,’ Dorcas said quietly.

Without thinking, Storkel said, ‘Yes.’

Dorcas nodded. ‘Because at some level, you’re not sure the DHC are the good guys.’

Storkel thought about that for a long time. Finally he said, ‘Nah. It’s not that. It’s that I’m not sure anyone should die for a set of trade regulations. I’m pretty sure that the DHC is mostly in the right.’ He hesitated. ‘But …’

Dorcas said nothing. The silence lengthened.

Finally, Storkel spoke, and he was surprised at his own words. ‘They were old DHC destroyers. Almighty, until they fired at me, I wasn’t sure they were against us. For all I knew, there were guys on those boats that I’d served with …’ His voice cracked. ‘And I just did it, as if there was another me at the controls. I got a fucking medal for it, too.’ The bitterness rolled out. ‘Not for thousands of hours of mishap-free commercial astrogation. Not for rescuing kittens. Nope. For putting a nuclear torpedo into an old friend.’

Dorcas looked up. ‘Did you in fact have a friend aboard the Sorbonne?’

‘I’ve never looked,’ Storkel admitted.

Dorcas nodded. ‘The entire crew had been replaced, Thor. The original crew were held as hostages on the station. Most of the new crew were volunteers from New India and New Bengal.’ He paused, nodding at something.

Storkel shrugged. ‘They were people, and I fried them.’ He shook his head. ‘Damn.’ He was crying.

Dorcas rose and put his arms around Storkel. ‘Yes, you did,’ he said. ‘Forgive yourself.’

Storkel didn’t particularly want to be hugged just then, and he suddenly flashed on his mis-chosen hug of Zhao and, un-accountably, smiled and squeezed Dorcas back. ‘Yeah, I hear you. That’s enough for today.’

Dorcas smiled. ‘Well, I definitely feel better.’

Storkel laughed aloud.

Dorcas shook his head. ‘No, Thor, I mean it. I, too, carry guilt for killing, and doing other things. I don’t think I am cut out for revenge, and that was where I was heading with this. I love Marca very much, and they almost killed her, and my reaction was … rage. And in my rage I may have made mistakes. And none of that matters, because if she had died, no amount of revenge would bring her back.’ He shook his head. ‘My rage might have been the most irrational thing I’ve ever felt.’

Storkel found that he was still hugging Dorcas. ‘Welcome to the human race,’ he said.

Dorcas stiffened. ‘Because I felt rage?’

Storkel released the other man and stepped back. ‘Because uncontrolled passions define us. I changed the ship’s escape profile to spare the cat from too much gravity. I have likely increased the chances we all die.’ He shrugged.

Dorcas laughed. Dorcas didn’t laugh often, and when he did, it was an odd, squeaky thing.

‘I think that might be the best thing I’ve ever heard,’ he said.

Storkel found that he was laughing, too.

‘Tell me what’s in Epsilon Eridani,’ he said.

Dorcas shook his head. ‘I cannot. I have sworn oaths and signed NDAs. It could be that the future of the human race is at stake here, Thor.’

‘Almighty!’ Storkel said. ‘What in seven hells can be in Epsilon Eridani that hold the future of the human race?’ He held up his tab, humour forgotten. ‘The NSPAMs say it’s closed because of a heavy stellar wind and dangerous charged particles. Is that a lie?’

‘I can’t say,’ Dorcas said.

Storkel clenched his fists in frustration. ‘Damn it, Horatio!’ he shouted. ‘You just psyched me about my feelings of betrayal, but you want me to kill the Vixen – if it can even be done – on your word? For some fucking DHC secret? I wouldn’t cross the street to protect most DHC secrets. You really think the future of the human race is at stake?’

Dorcas had returned to his usual self – calm, self-contained, disciplined. ‘Yes,’ he said mildly.

Storkel shook his head again. ‘No. We’re going to Epsilon Eridani because it will keep us alive, and if we can do it without a combat pass against Vixen, so much the better.’ He sent Dorcas his calculations. ‘We may be within range for a few seconds. It depends on the decisions they make. If they choose to fight, they can’t make Insertion – too fast, too much acceleration. Even Badal-Mehra can’t insert at the velocity they have. They’ll have to come around – they’ll be a week behind us, or more.’

Dorcas sighed. ‘I see you have repaired the neutrino detector,’ he said, apropos of nothing.

‘Yes,’ Storkel said.

Dorcas nodded. ‘I suppose we’ll have to see. I am aware that I can order you to fight. I’m also aware that we’re not really in a DHC MASS situation.’ He leaned back. ‘I’ll continue to monitor the AI. Can you excuse me from bridge watches? But be aware that I’m almost always here if you need me.’

‘You do sleep, don’t you?’ Storkel asked.

Dorcas made an odd face. ‘Of course,’ he said. His tone robbed Storkel of any confidence in the answer.

Six hours of 2.5 g deceleration later, Storkel was in the command couch when Zhao came on the bridge. She wore a silk kimono he hadn’t seen before and she had her workout clothes on under the robe.

‘You didn’t feel like joining me today?’ she asked.

‘Busy,’ he said. ‘There’s coffee.’

She walked over. ‘Thor, I’m not great at peer-to-peer relationships, as I believe I’ve said. Are you angry at me?’

‘Absolutely not,’ he said. He smiled. ‘Here, while you drink coffee, look at these like the weapons officer you were born to be.’

His smile was harder than he wanted it to be. He wasn’t happy, but Zhao wasn’t the reason.

The Vixen was still boosting hard. She was now managing something like 5.5 g, and she was closing the gap between them rapidly, as they were busy decelerating into their insertion parameters.

Zhao dropped elegantly into the weapons station couch. Only her head and her bare feet showed from the command station, and somehow that made Storkel smile, mostly because it was so different from the uniformed formality of the DHC.

‘Gan,’ she spat. Then, more slowly, ‘Yes, I see what you see. If they continue on their current course and acceleration, we will have a sixty- or seventy-second envelope in which we can damage each other. And then they’ll be gone. It will take them two weeks to decelerate and turn to follow us.’

‘I just love doing all this without a sub-AI,’ Storkel said. He meant to be sarcastic.

‘It is like a PTX Navy training exercise,’ she said. She sounded as if she’d enjoyed the exercises.

‘You’re the weapons officer,’ he said. ‘What do we do?’

She sat up and grinned. ‘Are you going to let me have my way with them?’ she said in mock seduction.

‘I believe that I must,’ he said.

Her features narrowed. ‘You don’t want to take them. Why?’

He frowned. ‘I hesitate to kill. I’m not sure that’s bad.’

‘They were going to torture and kill me. I’m happy to put them down like rabid dogs.’

His smile was hard. ‘I suspected you would feel that way.’

She deflated. ‘And that is why you didn’t come to work out?’ she said.

He shook his head. ‘No. Look at this.’ He sent her station a set of videos from the optical telescopes. ‘About an hour ago, they passed in front of a nebula as they followed our last course correction.’

She played the vids, located the IR equivalents, and looked at them.

‘What do you see?’ Storkel asked.

She was quiet for a long time. Then she was accessing her tab, looking at past videos from the telescopes.

‘There’s something strapped to the hull,’ she said.

‘OK, so I’m not crazy,’ Storkel said.

‘What in all the hells is it?’ she asked.

‘I’m asking you that, professional weapons officer and interstellar woman of mystery. Fuel tank? Seems an odd shape. A big escape pod? A cargo shuttle?’

‘It wasn’t there when we docked at Aleph,’ she said. ‘I’ll work it out. Go and sleep.’

‘You checked my maths on the combat merge?’

She nodded. ‘In forty-seven hours, if everything remains constant.’

He set a timer on the bridge. ‘Forty-seven hours.’

She looked up from her console. ‘They must be desperate,’ she said. ‘Because their acceleration telegraphs their intention and their approach vector is predictable. If we had a nuclear missile, they’d be dead.’

‘But we don’t,’ he said.

‘I probably can’t kill a ship that size in a single pass.’ Her smile narrowed and her voice became something like a feral growl. ‘But I will hurt them.’

‘They will hurt us?’ he asked.

‘Not if I can help it,’ she said. ‘Can you get me an hour of coasting – like this – at T minus ninety?’

He nodded. ‘I’ll set it up before I sleep.’

When he awoke, he had a message from Zhao, and he held up his tab blurrily. A week under AG was wearing. Something about the technology didn’t fully compensate – most people felt increased fatigue, as if the hidden effects of gravity were still transmitted to parts of the frame.

He went up to the bridge without showering.

‘There’s coffee,’ Zhao said. She had the command couch configured as a chair, and she still had her kimono on, and her hair down, and the whole bridge smelled of burnt coffee.

‘You …’ he began.

‘I haven’t had a moment,’ she said. ‘It’s a fighter.’

He paused.

‘The thing strapped to Vixen is a fighter. It’s an older pattern, consistent with the spaceframes we saw launching from the planet at Aleph. I think they picked it up in the Aleph System.’

He was looking at her evidence as she spoke. ‘Just one?’ he asked.

‘Very perceptive,’ she said. ‘I think it’s two.’

‘That makes sense,’ he agreed. ‘Are we screwed?’

She looked up at him. She had lines on her face and smudges under her eyes and her nose was still swollen.

He thought she looked beautiful with her tousled black hair. Something inside him said, Douse that thought, sailor, while another voice said, Uh-oh. You have it bad.

He hoped that none of that showed.

‘It will certainly make the merge more exciting,’ she said.

‘I feel like you and Dorcas are in an understatement contest and I’m not included,’ he said.

She smiled. It lit up her face. ‘You are funny,’ she said.

They held each other’s gaze for too long, and then he broke away and went to get coffee. ‘You burned the coffee?’ he asked, looking at the galley.

‘Mistakes were made,’ she said. ‘I forgot about it.’

He poured out the desperate remains. Captain Maurice came up on the galley counter and demanded to be patted, and was fed. He made more coffee and drank some, went down to the main deck and showered and shaved, and put on a clean flightsuit, mostly to raise his own morale. By the time he took the con, Zhao was on the edge of nodding off.

Storkel started his watch by writing out a checklist. Then he looked at ideas for feline acceleration couches on his tab. He was intrigued to find that cats were usually much better at dealing with acceleration than humans.

There was no advice whatsoever about stents or acceleration drugs.

He went down to his little fabrication shop, really not more than a fold-down worktable in the corridor between the engines, with a large locker of tools. He got what he needed, went up to Stateroom 2 – the space with the secret compartment and not much else – and he began to cannibalise the stateroom’s acceleration couch. In four hours, he’d rebuilt the couch to a more feline-friendly shape. As it resembled a box, Maurice obligingly came and jumped in. Storkel had slightly heated the nanogel that cushioned the passenger’s frame in heavy acceleration, and the cat flopped down. The goo, with some automated help, conformed to the cat.

Storkel nodded at Maurice. ‘You wouldn’t hesitate to kill them, would you, pal?’ he asked the cat. ‘Or bite their heads off?’

Maurice watched him with feline dignity.

‘I bet they think what they’re doing is right,’ he said.

Maurice rolled over and showed his belly. When patted, he bit savagely at Storkel’s hand, but at least the nanogel worked even when the cat’s back was presented. He withdrew his hand, checked the atmospheric and water feeds, and assumed that if the cat peed, he could just clean the surfaces.

‘And you don’t care, do you? You don’t care what the rats think.’ Storkel scratched Maurice behind his ears. He received a deep, rumbling purr in return. ‘You just kill them and you don’t give it another thought.’

By the time he saw that Zhao was waking up, the ‘combat clock’, as he’d christened it in his head, showed twenty-two hours and a few minutes.

Zhao came straight to the bridge. He had coffee ready for her.

‘I think they’ve launched the fighters,’ he said.

She nodded and collapsed into the weapons couch. ‘Let a girl get her head together,’ she said.

He sent her his evidence anyway.

She played with the ECM suite.

‘If I were aboard the Stealthy Change I’d have them in seconds,’ she said. ‘There. Amateurs.’

‘Yes?’

‘They’re communicating with close-range radios,’ she said. ‘Here’s the bandwidth, here’s the ellipse.’

‘So they’re close-in to the Vixen,’ he said.

‘Yes, and she’s coasting,’ Zhao added. ‘Reset the combat clock.’

‘I will. I already recalculated. If we coast and they coast, we merge about two hours before Insertion.’ He paused. ‘They think they can hurt us badly enough that we can’t insert.’

‘I think so,’ she agreed, sipping coffee.

‘And then they can come back and finish us?’ he asked.

‘Or they board and take us,’ she said.

‘Any chance they think they can still convert Quantrill?’ he said. ‘Dorcas, are you there?’

Dorcas came up. ‘I assume that is part of any plan they’ve made,’ he said.

‘So we accept no transmission from them?’ Storkel said.

‘Exactly,’ Dorcas said. ‘Otherwise, I have convinced Quantrill to help us, and I have recalculated all of your courses and accelerations.’ He overlaid them on the 3D tank with his lace. ‘I’m happy to say your estimates were quite accurate.’

‘It’s my job,’ Storkel growled. ‘I’m a space pilot.’

‘We’re not going to have much fuel when this is over,’ Dorcas said brightly. ‘I assume you plan to refuel at the gas giant Aesir in Epsilon Eridani?’

‘You got it,’ Storkel said.

‘That will be interesting,’ Dorcas said.

Storkel reset the clock to thirty-one hours and went to sleep.

When he woke, he went to the gym, such as it was, and stretched. After a while, he tabbed Zhao, and she came down.

‘I thought you’d never ask,’ she said with a smile, and they did some simple kata together. ‘The Vixen has taken the fighters back aboard. I think it was a drill. She’s under drive again.’

Storkel took that in. ‘When’s the merge now?’ he asked.

‘About seven hours,’ she said with apparent indifference.

The bio-tank was empty, having been vented to atmosphere by Quantrill during the AI’s revolt; if anything, there was too much room. And it seemed colder than necessary.

They began the long kata after half an hour, and went up and down the space. The first attempt was a comic disaster; it took them several attempts to get into a rhythm, but when it clicked it was surprisingly good.

After almost a full hour, Storkel’s tab beeped an alarm.

‘Here we go,’ he said. ‘Isn’t it funny that in a space battle, there’s time to take a shower?’

She smiled and seemed as if she was about to say something, but he was on a timetable.

He showered, shaved again, and put on his favourite flightsuit. Then he put on his EVA suit.

When he took the command couch, he immediately began to feed in Zhao’s requested parameters: a pause in deceleration: a slight course change that wouldn’t take place until she cued it. By then she was on the bridge as well. She warmed the railgun and the CIWS turrets, checking all six. Then she began launching things. She launched chaff and sand. She sent off one of their decoys and fired their slight direction change. Their cold thrusters turned them a few degrees, and the two began to diverge.

The Silver Star ran silent, her heat sink taking in any excess heat. Her decoy ran a few degrees off axis, surrounded by a comfortable level of chaff and sand.

Zhao came and sank into the command couch next to Storkel. The command couch was built to take two in an emergency, but it was a kind of closeness he hadn’t anticipated.

‘I want you to see my battle plan,’ she said.

He went over it. ‘You’re betting the farm that they’ll go for the decoy,’ he said.

She wriggled. The advantage of both being in the command couch was that they could share the main screen. She drew a line. ‘It doesn’t really matter. If they see through my ruse, well, we’ll know an hour before contact. And we can launch everything we need.’

‘So now we coast, and we’re slightly below our ideal insertion velocity … I see. You leave us room for a dash, somewhere in there.’ He let out a breath, far too conscious of her on the couch. ‘It’s going to be tight on fuel in Epsilon Eridani, if we have to do any serious evasion.’

She smiled happily. ‘That’s the real reason for the decoy. If they bite, we sting them and insert, and we have saved fuel and taken no damage. If they don’t bite …’ She made a moue. ‘We’re not much worse off.’

‘Sting them?’

‘I plan to fire the railgun here,’ she said, ‘if they have gone for the decoy. We’ll get solid hits, because they won’t be looking at us.’

‘Remind me never to fight a space battle against you,’ he said. ‘Won’t they know when we fire the railgun?’

‘It depends on how good that crew is. A dozen shots from seventy degrees off axis? Almost behind their predicted sensor cone … Hells, Thor, it’s all guesswork. Maybe they’re on to us already and they have a nuclear torpedo.’

She jumped out of the command couch. ‘Pardon me, Skipper. That wasn’t my best moment, there.’

‘Not to worry. It’s a brilliant plan.’ He didn’t mention that he’d made one or two brilliant plans himself. I’m good at killing people.

Shut up and soldier, Thor.
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‘I’m seeing a transmission,’ Dorcas said.

‘But we’re not opening the letter,’ Storkel said.

‘I have a thumbnail,’ Dorcas said. ‘That’s not quite true, but it will do. It’s Badal-Mehra.’

‘Of course it is,’ Storkel said.

‘He offers us our lives if we surrender the ship,’ Dorcas said. ‘There’s some gloating.’

‘That would seem more threatening if he weren’t chasing our decoy,’ Zhao said. Her voice was rich with emotion.

The combat clock showed four minutes. The Vixen and the two fighters were less than fifty thousand kilometres away, chasing the decoy on a slightly different course so that the four antagonists were not quite parallel but were on the same plane, with the Vixen and her escorts at about three hundred degrees relative.

‘That’s a long shot,’ Storkel said.

Zhao smiled. ‘Watch me.’

‘No answer for Badal-Mehra?’ Dorcas asked.

Zao said, ‘I’m sending our answer, but he won’t get it for a few minutes.’

Storkel used cold thrusters to rotate the ship in the x-axis, so the spinal railgun lined up with Zhao’s parameters.

‘Railgun is hot,’ Storkel said aloud. ‘You have her.’

He felt the thud as the railgun spoke.

Ten seconds later, it fired again.

Again.

Storkel watched the plot, expecting to see evasive action. They must have seen us. He thought Zhao was firing too much, too fast, but he’d decided to let her do this.

Forty thousand kilometres away, the Vixen and her fighters swept down on the decoy, closing rapidly, but the decoy was cloaked in ablative sand and reflective chaff.

‘At T minus three seconds, you can turn for insertion,’ Zhao said. Her comment was unnecessary. He knew the plan.

‘Everyone buttoned up?’ Storkel said at T minus 12. He’d ordered everyone into EVA suits in their acceleration couches, and Maurice was already buttoned up. ‘Stand by for heavy acceleration.’

He’d already rotated the ship to their new course with the cold thrusters. He had a precise interval of burn that would allow them fuel to decelerate in Epsilon Eridani, if they lived to make it there. He was going to hit the insertion window at the low end of the velocity parameter.

Eight.

Seven.

Six.

‘Here we go,’ he said, and ran the engines up to maximum.

Somewhere off in space, there was a flash.

The Silver Star’s engines crashed into life, and she leapt forward like a whale breaching from the dark waters of Terra. All of her close-in weapons fired together, and the whole ship seemed to vibrate. At forty thousand kilometres range, the CIWS turrets had no real target – Storkel had time to wonder what the hell they were shooting at.

The Vixen turned on an active radar.

The weight on Storkel’s chest increased exponentially.

The Vixen was turning.

‘Damn it,’ Zhao gasped. ‘I got a fighter.’

Storkel ignored her. He’d fed his course into the straight computer, and unless something terrible happened and he had to override, they were headed into the insertion point on a complex three-dimensional curve that he hoped was unpredictable, with a few hundred kilometres at the end in a dead straight line.

He didn’t know whether anyone had ever tried to man-oeuvre into an insertion point while making combat evasions; he believed in Newtonian physics, and so he had to believe that once the ship moved in a straight line, he could deploy the tail that allowed them to reach Insertion, although it would be very, very close.

The Vixen was reorientating for a new burn, but her relative motion to the Silver Star had her hurtling past at more than six times the relative velocity.

‘Torpedoes!’ Zhao shouted. Her shout was punctuated by the rhythmic firing of their CIWS turrets.

That explained the Vixen’s boldness. No railgun. Just hunter-seeker missiles.

A sub-AI could have calculated everything to a nicety: the Silver Star’s three-dimensional course; the Vixen’s crossing through the battle volume; the path of the remaining fighter; the paths and acceleration profiles of the four torpedoes.

They didn’t have a sub-AI, and Storkel’s hidden computer was fully occupied with his flight path.

Storkel read his screens and guessed. An XC-3C didn’t have a sub-AI either. And these were not his first torpedoes.

Counter-intuitively, their course was almost straight at the Vixen. The Vixen had rippled her torpedoes with launch-out profiles so that they would come at the Silver Star from four different directions. It was a standard tactic at long range, and twenty thousand kilometres was a very long range for torpedoes.

But it was all in the angles, and the manoeuvre envelope that these particular torpedoes had.

Storkel’s guess was completely intuitive.

Zhao gasped.

‘We’re fine,’ Storkel said. He was surprised at how cheerful his voice was.

The 3D display showed them passing through the closest point of approach to the Vixen as she rippled out a second salvo of torpedoes. About seven thousand kilometres.

Three of the four torpedoes from the first salvo failed to make the turn to catch the Silver Star because of their front-on profile, and they lost their locks.

The fourth continued on, having made the turn, and was now boosting at all 10 g of its capability.

The second salvo just vanished and Zhao gave a whoop. And then another. ‘Got them!’ she said, before a manoeuvre slammed her back into her couch.

She’d fired her 30mm depleted uranium slugs from way out in a long fan, predicting the course of the Vixen minutes in advance, and now both their second salvo and their ship took those hits, which appeared as if from nowhere.

The remaining fighter was closing. It fired, and their port-side aft turret fired – Storkel felt the ship shudder under a barrage of hits.

The fighter blew up in silent pyrotechnics.

‘Stand by for insertion,’ he intoned.

The ship stopped manoeuvring – indeed, had stopped a few seconds before. They were headed for Insertion on a straight path now, a few thousand kilometres away, and the tail began to deploy.

‘We’ve been hit,’ Dorcas said.

‘Report,’ Storkel said, instead of the ‘Oh really?’ that came to his lips.

‘Eighteen penetrations. Leaking hydrogen from tank two and tank sixteen. Hydraulics in avionics bay four for cold thrusters, multiple penetrations in the cargo hold.’

‘Insertion in nine, eight …’ Storkel’s eyes were on the tail and the relic particle count. It looked low.

And the remaining torpedo was closing.

‘If that’s a nuke—’ Zhao said evenly.

‘Five, four, three …’ Storkel counted. The relic particle count suddenly spiked.

And they were gone.

Insertion.

The screaming woke him. The ship was dark, and there were fibrous … things, sinuous and feral, sliding through the corridors in zero g and they were hunting him, and he sat in the darkness with Elmi-Mahmoud’s pistol across his lap, and Zhao gurgling out her lungs under his knees.

‘Well, that’s new,’ he spat. His mouth was as dry as the surface of a moon, and the bridge was only lit by the red battle lanterns, and Zhao was still out, the top of her closed acceleration couch visible on his screens.

His eyes felt as if he’d walked through a sandstorm. He checked the radar – no torpedo. He’d wondered if it could follow them through the insertion in some sort of slipstream – no one really knew how Artifact Space really worked.

3D didn’t show anything at all. For a few terrible seconds he thought they had emerged in deep space – a long, slow death sentence.

Zhao began to stir. That sent a jolt through him.

He continued to scan his ship.

The torpedo had detonated. That was the only explanation for their hull being virtually scraped clean of antennas. He checked the radiation levels – they were high, but not nearly lethal. Not even at the sunburn level he’d experienced at Ultra–Medulla. But the ship had received a dose.

Since a blast could not be spread in vacuum, that torpedo must have been awfully close. Or …?

He shook his head. ‘Dorcas?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ the patrician answered.

Storkel brought up his communications suite and pinged the system.

Zhao popped the top of her couch and began to wriggle free. ‘Well,’ she said. ‘We’re alive.’

Storkel was too worried about their location to make small talk. He gave up on the comms – it could take hours for a traffic beacon to respond. Or maybe they had arrived too far out.

He cut the engines and sealed the fuel lines at both ends. ‘I need to repair the tanks,’ he said wearily.

‘With you,’ Zhao said.

‘I have the ship,’ Dorcas said.

Storkel tabbed up the neutrino detector he’d repaired. Now it was his turn to whoop. There was a sun, as clear as day, and what might be a gas giant with moons. The neutrino detector was not particularly reliable, but in this case, the star showed up as a haze of neutrinos.

Aesir’s moons sparkled with neutrinos, but he ignored them. He went to Stateroom 2 and checked the cat, who was asleep in his acceleration couch.

Asleep. ‘Bastard,’ Storkel muttered, and left the couch open.

In the airlock, he told Zhao, ‘I thought we were about to Dutchman,’ he said. ‘For a moment I couldn’t see a system.’

She squeezed his hand. ‘Me too,’ she said. ‘I assume we’re in Epsilon Eridani?’

‘Got to hope so,’ Storkel said, and dogged his helmet down. ‘Heavy stellar wind here, lots of radiation, and we’ve already taken a dose of it. Watch your tab.’

They put a patch on both of their damaged tanks, and then, with coaching from Dorcas, they went up and down the hull, patching breaches and then replacing the most vital antennas. Their radiation levels continued to climb.

‘I need to go in,’ Zhao said.

‘We have to do this now,’ Storkel said. ‘In a few days, the radiation will be too strong to go outside.’

Zhao held up her tab and showed him her levels.

‘All right. Go on in.’ Storkel checked his, and didn’t like what he saw.

Going in the airlock, Zhao said, ‘How in all the hells did something strip off our antennas?’ She paused, hitting the airlock button. ‘Vacuum won’t propagate a wave.’

‘That occurred to me too.’ Storkel pinged Dorcas. ‘Hey, professor! I have a theory to try on you.’

‘My pleasure,’ Dorcas said.

‘The nuke went off in Artifact Space,’ Storkel said.

‘That’s impossible,’ Dorcas said.

‘We think Artifact Space is a pre-particle soup of incomprehensible temperature and pressure. But when the torpedo went off, the soup propagated the blast wave.’

‘It’s impossible,’ Dorcas snapped.

‘Cool,’ Storkel said, and went back to replacing antennas. ‘Then why are our antennas gone?’

Dorcas was silent for a moment. ‘I have no idea,’ he admitted.

After four hours of back-breaking labour he had the antennas replaced, at least those essential to astrogation and communications. Storkel had to resend his ping to the system buoys. Then he went back on the hull and, with help from the neutrino detector and an automated sextant, he took sights on several stars and Epsilon Eridani herself, as well as the gas giant Aesir. With some help from Dorcas, he worked out their location and got back into the shielding of the ship as fast as he could manage.

‘Not bad,’ he said with satisfaction. ‘We’re way below the plane of the ecliptic, but even with the fuel we lost, we should make it into Aesir orbit to refuel. We need to make sure all of our patches are solid, though. This system does, indeed, have a lethal stellar wind. And it means drugs for me and Zhao – we were on the hull for too long.’

They went down to medbay and exchanged injections and then, stripped to underwear, endured tests. Zhao had taken a larger dose than Storkel, and the layering of the stellar wind, even way out where they were in the system, atop their combat dose, had taken them to dangerous radiation levels.

Luckily, Elmi-Mahmoud was now within days of release.

‘We’ll make it,’ Storkel said. He still felt fine, but he knew from the autodoc that it was going to get worse. ‘We should take a sedative and sleep until we can use the clamshell.’

Zhao just nodded. ‘I feel awful,’ she said.

Storkel picked her up and carried her to her stateroom. Then he shot her full of painkillers and a light sedative and closed her in her acceleration couch.

‘Dorcas,’ he said.

‘Storkel?’ Dorcas said.

‘I’m going down for forty-eight hours. When Elmi-Mahmoud is up, put Zhao in the clamshell until her blood levels are acceptable, and then put me in. I’m going to save you carrying me and get in the medbay acceleration couch.’

Dorcas was silent a moment. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘I need to talk to you before you go under.’

‘You’re a little late there, bud,’ Storkel said, and slipped away.

Storkel awoke to light. He was in the medical clamshell, naked, and Elmi-Mahmoud was just opening the hatch.

‘Look what the cat dragged in,’ she said.

‘Good to have you back,’ he mumbled.

‘I’ve been back a week, Skipper. You’re the one who’s been out, doople. All heroic, out on the hull, with a sextant. You could have fuckin’ waited a few hours and used the antennas …’

‘Are you done?’ he muttered, and swung his legs out of the clamshell. ‘Hey, I feel pretty good.’

‘I put some synthetic opiates into your mix,’ she said. ‘Trying to improve you.’

‘How’s Zhao?’

‘In her rack. I’m standing watches with Dorcas. Zhao had it worse than you. She’s scrubbed, but she’s still tired. Let her sleep.’ Elmi-Mahmoud grinned. ‘You two lovebirds hooked up yet?’

‘Almighty!’ Storkel snapped. ‘No!’

‘More fool you.’ Elmi-Mahmoud tossed him some underwear and a flightsuit. ‘Also, I washed all your stuff.’

‘Thanks!’

‘I guess you saved my life,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘And that was some mighty pretty flying back in Gliese 148.’

‘Aw, shucks, are you buttering me up for something?’ Storkel asked.

‘Nope,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘I just want to get the compliments out of the way early, while you’re still befuddled.’

They both laughed.

‘How’s Dorcas?’

‘Insane. He’s got some wild hair going about interactions with Artifact Space. I can barely get him to talk.’

Storkel laughed. ‘Damn, I was having a good day, lethal radiation or no.’ He began to climb the central shaft. He felt strong – he felt good. ‘You really put opiates into me?’ he asked.

‘Nope. That would be stupid. Also illegal.’

‘Right. When has that ever stopped you?’ He laughed with the sheer joy of being alive.

She caught it. ‘Damn. I might even have missed you.’

In a minute they were on the bridge. For the first time in a long time, Storkel realised how small it really was. ‘You have the watch?’ he asked Elmi-Mahmoud, and slithered into the comms couch, leaving her the command.

‘Sure do,’ she said. ‘Dorcas is asleep. He had twenty hours on the bridge alone, and then another dozen while he got me going. He’s wiped.’

‘The guy’s a superhero,’ Storkel said in admiration.

‘Truth,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

After a comfortable hour chatting with Elmi-Mahmoud, Storkel spent the rest of his watch working on the radar dishes and other detection systems on the hull, almost every one of which had damage. The work was exhausting, and at some point, he had to rest; rest meant the bridge, and it was on the bridge he started to make some very interesting observations. Because when he was bored, he played with the various detection systems on the hulls, especially those he’d just repaired.

The stellar wind and the sheer density of charged particles interfered with both radar and ladar, making many observations difficult. Storkel was tired already, lying in the comms couch, rubbing his calves.

‘Almighty, it’s like a pea soup out there.’

‘Not really the brightest idea, going out on the hull right after taking a dose,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

‘I had alarms set. I’m OK.’ He leaned back and grinned at her. ‘Anyway, we needed the radar dish.’

‘Like hell we did. All I see is snow.’

He pulled up the neutrino detector.

Neutrinos. The moons of the gas giant Aesir were emitting neutrinos. He checked four times in the next hour. Neutrino emissions weren’t something most ships looked for, or were even equipped to detect, and neutrino detectors were notoriously cranky and unreliable. But the sheer volume of the neutrino emissions made him shake his head.

‘You seeing this?’ he asked Elmi-Mahmoud.

‘Sure. It’s, like, the only sign we have of an outside world.’ She smiled. ‘I’m still not sure how we find the insertion point for Lacaille.’

‘One crisis at a time,’ Storkel said. He kept looking at the neutrino emissions from the moons.

He was afire to share them with Dorcas and Zhao, but scientific observation wasn’t his first duty, and he left Dorcas a message about locating further damage and another about the neutrino emissions. Dorcas replied almost immediately.

‘Quantrill has been fed all sorts of false or misleading data,’ Dorcas said. ‘The AI is a cesspit of falsehood.’ He paused. ‘I’m not sure I can save it.’

This was pure Dorcas – he was focused on another subject entirely. Storkel had literally forgotten the AI. Now that reality came back with a jolt.

A note on his tab said Zhao was awake. He started to make her coffee while he chatted to Dorcas via tab. Something happened? he asked.

Quantrill was aware we were in combat, and he was … outraged is the best I can manage. I helped him understand that Badal-Mehra was shooting at us. After a pause, he said, I believe the AI is suffering from acute PTSD. Betrayal anxiety. All of it.

The irony of the situation wasn’t lost on Storkel. Can you at least get some co-operation on damage control issues? he asked.

Zhao was just coming off her sleep cycle, but as usual she was clean and in her flightsuit and on the bridge early. ‘Zhao here, Horatio,’ she said to her mic as she came onto the bridge. ‘To me, the top priority would be the information it has on the enemy’s long-term planning. That AI must know what they had in mind.’

Storkel, who had been waiting eagerly for Zhao’s appearance and had now been interrupted, looked at her across the bridge as she settled into the weapons station. There was something in her tone he didn’t especially like: a ruthlessness, but also a focus. He frowned. ‘Mr Dorcas, my immediate interest is in locating and repairing all of the damage to the ship.’

Dorcas sounded strained. ‘I agree, Thor. Up to a point, Quantrill is quite responsive. On the other hand, the AI is burdened with a wealth of new data, and the struggle includes a nearly infinite number of Hinton loops.’

‘Imagine I have no idea what a Hinton loop is,’ Storkel snarled.

‘Ah. Geoffrey Hinton was a computer scientist in the mid-twenty-first century who predicted the rise of AI—’

‘Just the loop, if you’d be so kind,’ Storkel said.

‘Ah, yes. Well, AIs are, like any other sentient, limited in their processing to the data available, but because they never forget data, that means that every time they process something, even if it is false, the result of the process is added to their available data set. A Hinton loop is where an AI arrives at a false conclusion and then uses the false conclusion to make other false conclusions, or to review a past conclusion and make the same decision again. If a primitive generative AI failed to recognise the shape of the human hand, then the next time it was presented with a human hand, it would be even more likely to fail to recognise it.’

‘Yikes,’ Storkel said.

Zhao spoke up. ‘Couldn’t you just isolate the terrorist planning data and otherwise terminate it?’

Dorcas paused. ‘Do you really think that would be ethical, Ms Zhao?’ he asked. ‘In effect, we are dealing with a child who has been lied to over and over again. Shall we shoot it?’

Zhao coughed. ‘Sometimes, yes,’ she said. ‘If it’s so damaged it becomes a serial killer.’

Dorcas said, ‘I would resist such an attempt at this premature stage.’

Storkel cleared his throat, aware that Zhao was just a few metres away. ‘My priority remains ship repair. Mr Dorcas, do you believe the AI presents any immediate threat to retake the ship or injure us?’

Dorcas replied immediately, ‘I do not.’

‘Very well, then,’ Storkel said in his best, formal, I’m-in-command voice. ‘Let’s carry on with isolating damage and otherwise leave the AI to Mr Dorcas. Ms Zhao, you have the bridge. Ms Elmi-Mahmoud, you should get some rest.’

He swung out of the command couch, suddenly unwilling to share his neutrino emissions with Zhao. He wasn’t quite sure why, but it occurred to him, that, despite his liking for her, she was a senior officer of a sometimes-rival power …

… and that the volume of neutrino emissions correlated with something he’d seen with his own eyes three years before, back at Trade Point.

He left the bridge as Elmi-Mahmoud said, ‘I guess that’s us girls, told,’ and Zhao chuckled.

His adrenaline flooded his system. He dropped halfway down the shaft corridor to the third deck; down, because they’d flipped end for end and were decelerating. He paused, grabbed a hold, and swung around until he dropped to the hatch into Dorcas’s stateroom.

He paused there, in the grip of full paranoia and fear. He ran through his conclusions and then considered his next move carefully.

He tabbed, I need a few minutes of therapy, Horatio. I’m having a bit of a time.

Dorcas could tab with his thoughts, so the whole message appeared on Storkel’s tab almost instantly. Come in. I can see you out there.

That gave Storkel a bad moment. Dorcas was deep enough in the AI to be able to use the ship’s cameras, including the one he’d just replaced two weeks before – which suddenly seemed like a foolish decision.

He palmed the hatch open.

When it was closed, he said, ‘Are we secure here?’

Dorcas’s eyes were elsewhere. ‘Yes,’ he said.

Storkel sat down, cross-legged, next to Dorcas on what had been the bulkhead and was now the deck. ‘First, how do I know you have control of the AI?’ he asked. ‘As opposed to the other way around?’ He had a hand on his pistol.

Dorcas opened one eye. ‘Hmmm,’ he said. ‘Almost impossible – as long as I’m within transmission range of the ship, I might be controlled. It is an interesting point.’ He nodded. ‘Although I suspect that you and I both overestimate the ability of any AI to look at the biological systems that underlie our consciousness. I don’t think the AI can actually access most of my memories, no matter what it does, whereas I can see everything in the AI’s datasets. It gives me an incalculable advantage.’

‘Sure,’ Storkel said. ‘So you are in charge, and I should trust you.’

Dorcas shrugged. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Although, I might be lying, and of course if the AI controlled me, I’d say the same thing.’

Storkel nodded. ‘You’re really annoying,’ he said.

‘Marca tells me that frequently, so I see it as a good sign that you and I are developing a real friendship.’

Storkel laughed aloud. ‘Fine,’ he said, through his laughter. ‘I give up. That was good.’ His smile vanished. ‘There are neutrino emissions coming from the moons of the gas giant.’

Dorcas looked at him. Dorcas had green eyes, and they sparkled. ‘Ah,’ he said.

‘Ah? That’s all?’ Storkel shook his head.

Dorcas nodded slowly. ‘I’m not at liberty to say more.’

‘Perfect. Fucking perfect.’ Storkel looked at Dorcas. ‘Last time I saw those emissions coming from ammoniac moons, we were at Trade Point.’

Dorcas nodded slowly. ‘Interesting observation,’ he said.

‘There are fucking Starfish inside the Human Sphere.’ Storkel was breathing hard, as if he’d been working outside on the hull.

Dorcas nodded. ‘That would be one possibility.’ He steepled his hands. ‘I could outline a few dozen other possibilities …’

Storkel fought to take a deep breath. Dorcas continued to be as imperturbable as the legendary Buddha. ‘You don’t seem surprised or terrified,’ Storkel said.

Dorcas looked at him as if summing him up. After a while, he said, ‘No. Because I put them there.’

Storkel sputtered something.

Dorcas raised an eyebrow. ‘Surely you heard a rumour on the Athens that we had a captive Starfish?’ he said.

Storkel acknowledged this with a grunt.

‘It, or rather they, budded. Starfish thought and pronouns are all apparently in dual case, or in a case I’ll call “dichotomological”, where two brains disagree …’

Storkel growled.

Dorcas said, ‘Very well. They bud. Our prisoner has given birth several thousand times by now. It won’t be a secret for much longer, but for now, the Starfish presence is the greatest secret the DHC possesses.’

‘And Ms Zhao?’ Storkel asked.

Dorcas sighed. ‘I wish Marca was here,’ he said. ‘She liked Zhao, whereas I’m hesitant.’ He shook his head. ‘We do have to inform the PTX at some point. Probably soon. The alliance with them is absolutely essential. More essential than this mission.’

‘Above my pay grade,’ Storkel said. ‘But Zhao is a smart cookie and she’ll work it out. I fixed the neutrino detector.’

‘So I noted,’ Dorcas said. ‘Ah, you may recall that I foresaw difficulties.’

‘And the dead station,’ Storkel said. ‘It’s not dead?’

‘It’s the Human–Starfish research station, and they have, among other things, a complete catalogue of whalesong research, as I thought I remembered. I believe I said as much at the time.’

Storkel shook his head. ‘You could just tell me these things.’

‘This from you?’ Dorcas managed a smile. ‘You have as many secrets as I do.’

Storkel smiled back.

Dorcas sat up straight. ‘Shall we have a session?’

Storkel leaned his back against the carpet of what had been the deck very recently. ‘Absolutely,’ he said fervently. ‘You’ll never believe the dream I woke from …’

His next watch had an hour’s overlap with Zhao’s. He accepted her invitation to work out together with only a slight hesitation, and managed to both dread and look forward to it. On his way to the workout, he carefully eliminated every camera in the main passageway.

His paranoia embarrassed him, and he arrived in their makeshift gym flushed and somewhat furtive, but Zhao was cheerful.

They took turns with the bands, the only equipment left after Quantrill had flushed the hold back in Gliese, what seemed like a lifetime ago, and lost most of the fitness gear. When they’d both stretched and worked out, they began to work through the kata, at first slowly and then with increasing fervour.

Storkel forgot to be worried. He lost himself in the flow. He made mistakes, and several times her stick hit him with perfect control: a light tap on the temple, on the knee; once, she made a mistake and he tagged her. But otherwise, it was minutes of total absorption.

They finished their sixth repetition at almost full speed. Storkel had to raise a hand. ‘My shoulder is killing me,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry.’

She was immediately all contrition. ‘Did I hit you?’ she asked.

He shook his head. ‘No, it was when the AI tried to get me,’ he said, waving vaguely. ‘I sort of fell.’ He shrugged and winced. ‘Somehow the radiation poisoning made it worse. Or I slept on it, who knows?’

‘Ah,’ she said, putting a hand on his back. ‘I remember when the damned thing cycled the gravity. And acceleration. I managed to bump my nose.’ She ran her hand along his shoulder blade and then said, ‘Arm, or shoulder?’

‘Shoulder,’ he said. Suddenly it hurt, was even warm.

‘Subscapularis tendon,’ she said. ‘Ouch.’ She dug her thumb in under his shoulder blade suddenly; the pain flared, but when she released it was much better.

‘Ouch?’ he said. ‘Thank you? I think?’

She laughed. ‘Noticed the neutrino emissions?’ she asked, as if this was a natural progression from his subscapularis tendon.

‘No,’ he said. ‘Have you logged them?’

She was digging under his shoulder again. Her hands were warm; her left hand was stabilising his shoulder. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I thought I’d ask you first.’

She brought her face down close to his ear. ‘Because they are the same kind of emissions we saw at Trade Point.’ Her S’s were still sibilant. It had really only been two weeks since they faced the AI, a month since she’d been dragged away as a prisoner at Aleph.

‘Really?’ he asked very softly.

‘Really,’ she said.

‘I should take a look,’ he said.

‘You are a terrible liar,’ she said. ‘You ran the neutrino detector while you were on the bridge. Seven times. It’s in the log.’

‘Eh,’ he grunted. He had logged the emissions before he’d thought out what they must be. Foolish.

She hadn’t stopped rubbing his shoulder, hard. ‘I might ask myself,’ she said quietly, ‘why there are Starfish inside DHC Space.’

Storkel stiffened.

‘Or I might just ask myself why the DHC hasn’t informed us of this remarkable development,’ she said.

He wondered if she would just garrotte him from behind. He was quite sure he couldn’t take her in hand-to-hand combat. ‘This is above my pay grade,’ he said.

She sat next to him on the bench, one leg to either side. She raised his right arm and put it on her shoulder and started on the underarm. ‘Does this hurt?’ she asked.

‘Yeah,’ he admitted.

She did something with her fingers and it hurt more. And then less.

‘I think I’d like you to let it go,’ he said.

She looked at him. Their faces were close, and she regarded him with … He couldn’t pin it down. She looked at him for a long time, longer than was comfortable for him, but he didn’t break eye contact.

‘I can’t let it go,’ she said. ‘I’d like to. I’d like to trust you, and I’d like to trust Dorcas. But I can’t get past this … Starfish in the DHC? Is everything a lie? Have you always had your own private source of xenoglas? Do you know the extent of the treaties we’ve signed to get a share of the xenoglas? Do you know what we gave away? Are your greatships all a gods-damned deception operation?’ She took a breath.

He shook his head. ‘Nope,’ he said, and tabbed Dorcas. Help.

Dorcas tabbed back, Just tell her. I accept responsibility.

So he did.

‘We captured a Starfish,’ Storkel said. ‘I don’t know how. Again, not my pay grade. But we did, and now we’ve planted our own colony. Or so I learned about three hours ago, from Dorcas.’

Zhao paused. ‘And you just asked Dorcas’s permission to tell me,’ she said.

‘Yes,’ he agreed. ‘I’m sorry, but like you, I’m an officer under orders.’

She nodded and went to work on his pectoral muscle. ‘I will have to tell my people about this,’ she said.

‘I think that Dorcas intends you to do that,’ Storkel said. ‘You should talk to him. Directly. Not with me in the middle.’

She smiled. It was a genuine smile, one that she didn’t do often, and it made her face look unguarded and very young. She breathed out. ‘Ah. You don’t intend to dispose of me?’

Storkel barked a laugh. ‘Almighty, Ms Zhao, we’re not even allowed to dispose of Quantrill.’ He shrugged, even though it hurt his shoulder. ‘Anyway, you’re the shooter, not me.’

Her smile cleared away. ‘Are you comparing us?’ she asked. ‘Me, and Quantrill?’

Storkel felt himself flush with embarrassment. ‘No,’ he stammered. ‘Damn it, Feyyan. I like you. You know that.’

She sat back, but one hand was still lightly on his shoulder. ‘Let’s say I suspected it,’ she said.

‘Talk to Dorcas. Hells, you said you have your own PTSD issues – my sessions with him are helping. Or at least helping me cope.’ Storkel shrugged. ‘But talk to him about the neutrino emissions. I’m not sure how they expected this to remain hidden.’

She smiled. ‘No one comes here. And how many ships carry neutrino detection equipment? Warships, and this remarkable, terrible ship. It is a safe bet.’ She sat back away from him. ‘But … if these are tame Starfish …’

‘Tame?’ he asked.

‘Use whatever word you like. They will change everything. My people will have to demand their own, you know that?’

He shrugged. ‘Now that you say it, I see it.’

‘Imagine having our own sources of xenoglas!’ she said.

‘Imagine millions of aliens we don’t understand, loose in our home systems,’ Storkel replied. ‘I think this was an act of desperation.’

She shrugged. ‘Or an incredible opportunity.’ She leaned back against the wall. ‘You realise that we’re desperate? That we’re faced with two alien races with superior technology and vastly larger populations and spheres?’

Storkel leaned back next to her. ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘I can’t see this ending well.’

Zhao sighed. ‘Imagine if they come for us. Imagine facing the Starfish, in system after system, the survivors fleeing deeper into the Spiral Arm. Hunted.’

She was staring at the overhead. He looked at her. ‘Wow,’ he said. ‘That’s dark.’

‘My father has to think this way,’ she said. ‘So I do.’

He shook his head. ‘The Starfish are afraid of us,’ he said.

She writhed up from her slump against the carpeted bulkhead. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Most species are at their most dangerous when they are afraid. Look at humans.’ Their eyes met.

‘Well,’ he said weakly, and then smiled. ‘Listen, we have another week of flying ahead, and for what it’s worth, I don’t think the Starfish can take us.’

She smiled, and he knew he’d said the wrong thing again.

‘I think the Starfish could wipe us out in about twenty Terran years,’ she said. ‘Based on the projections of the xenoarchaeology section in our intelligence directory.’ She paused, as if considering him. ‘I think of it often – the last desperate colonies being tracked down and destroyed until there was no one left.’

‘Ouch.’

‘I should go on watch.’

‘Someone should,’ he agreed. He had so many alarms now wired to his tab that he could feel mostly secure all by himself, and he’d flown the ship alone. But it was better with a human officer on the bridge. Being alone was bad.

That had been a dark time.

He grinned. ‘I’m glad you’re here,’ he said, without thinking it through.

She smiled a different smile and went out the hatch.

Two watch rotations later, all of them shared a meal and settled for bulbs of coffee on the bridge. Storkel and Zhao had just shared another workout together and managed to avoid any dangerous topics. Elmi-Mahmoud was going off watch and drank water.

‘Ms Zhao,’ Dorcas said formally.

‘Mr Dorcas,’ she responded.

‘I’ve shut off every recording device on the bridge,’ Storkel said.

Elmi-Mahmoud cooed, ‘This is exciting.’

‘And I’ve verified that,’ Zhao said. ‘Please, tell me about the Starfish.’

Dorcas sat at the comms station and leaned his long body back, putting his feet up on the black plastic console.

‘Marca may have my head for this. But she told me when we transited New London that nothing about this mission was more important than our renewed alliance with your government. So let me begin.’

Zhao was sitting on the weapons station, her face set. Elmi-Mahmoud was leaning on the command couch where Storkel lay, legs crossed, pretending to be relaxed.

Dorcas sighed. ‘It began when the Starfish we called “Feather Dancer” defected. It is possible that it was left behind by accident or on purpose, but the being themselves always insisted that they hid from their oppressors and joined us of their own will. If Starfish can be described as having will. It is more like a consensus.’

Storkel smiled and tried to imagine eleven-year-old Dorcas in a school somewhere. He must have been quite something.

‘But I digress. Feather Dancer defected to us. I think it is worth noting that Marca had already guessed that they intended to defect, in a superb example of inductive reasoning.’

‘Or a great SWAG,’ Storkel muttered.

‘SWAG?’ Zhao raised an eyebrow.

‘Superior wild-arsed guess,’ Storkel said.

Dorcas sighed. ‘Regardless,’ he said, ‘we had a Starfish. As my whole purpose on the mission was to learn the Starfish language, and as I had already made some progress …’

Zhao turned crimson. ‘Our service said that was all a blind!’

Dorcas spread a hand in an eloquent gesture. ‘I assure you, Feyyan, it was not. It was my main purpose aboard and’ – he looked smug – ‘with some help, I was successful in communicating some very basic concepts with the Starfish.’

Zhao’s eyes were bright. ‘Incredible. I honour you.’

‘Once I had a live Starfish, I realised that I hadn’t learned very much at all,’ he continued. ‘It was really very humbling, believe me. I discovered … I think that I discovered that the Starfish are really hundreds, perhaps thousands of subspecies. They have a very complex language, dependent on having two sentient brains in one body, and a set of chemical sensors and producers that allow both sound and chemical data to be transmitted simultaneously.’

Zhao nodded. ‘That part I knew. Thousands of subspecies?’

‘I think their language – their dialect, if you like – starts to diverge from the parent language within a single generation, and in six or ten generations, they’re speaking a different language, perhaps one incomprehensible to their ancestors. The mix of sound and chemical is very complex. There are also gestures.’

Zhao nodded. ‘Not so very different from us,’ she said.

‘I beg to differ,’ Dorcas said. ‘I can still read Molière and Sun Tzu. We have records of Etruscan and Mycenaean Greek.’

Zhao’s eyes widened. ‘But they must have a way to store data?’

‘Somewhere in space, perhaps, they do. Feather Dancer does not. They simply memorise and communicate.’

‘And Feather Dancer was not happy with its brothers and sisters?’ Zhao asked.

Dorcas had a hard smile. ‘Feather Dancer was an enslaved elder from another subspecies who had been conquered by the group we encountered at Trade Point. They took the system some decades back, replacing Feather Dancer’s people, but keeping some alive to manage the trade. Because the Starfish don’t have records; they have record-keepers, and Feather Dancer is a pair of such persons, making them an incalculable resource, holding the knowledge of at least one and possibly two subgroups. And they are inveterately hostile to the Pirate subgroup, who destroyed their subculture.’

Zhao shook her head. ‘This has all been kept from us,’ she said warily.

‘We don’t know any of this,’ Dorcas said. ‘Except the hostility of the Feathers subgroup towards the Pirate subgroup.’ Of that, I can assure you. And we did communicate that part.’

‘But they will be grateful,’ Storkel said. ‘Loyal? At least for a few generations?’

‘Gratitude and loyalty are human feelings, and not the most common,’ Dorcas said.

‘We have to have our own,’ Zhao said.

Dorcas raised both eyebrows. ‘Perhaps.’

‘You would keep us from the xenoglas,’ she snapped.

‘Rather, I would prefer that some part of humanity was well separated from what could turn into a nightmare. All of the evidence I have gathered suggests that the Starfish regularly wipe out each other’s planetary populations; that at least once, perhaps twice, they have committed genocide against a sentient race, and that they have nothing like altruism or mercy in their vocabulary.’

Zhao sat back against the console behind her. ‘Gan,’ she said in Mandarin. She shook her head, as if she’d taken a punch. ‘That’s a chance we’ll have to take,’ she said. ‘I’m sure we’ll insist on our own colony.’

‘Even if we offer free access?’ Dorcas said.

She nodded. ‘Yes. We’ll want our own. You would.’

Dorcas pursed his lips, but nodded. ‘I suppose.’

Zhao looked at her tab. ‘So you have a new source of xenoglas,’ she said.

Dorcas nodded. ‘Yes.’

‘The greatships don’t need to make the long voyage—’

‘Oh, yes, they do.’ Dorcas nodded. ‘My guess is that as soon as the Pirates realise we have our own source of xenoglas, they’ll attack.’

Zhao’s head went back. ‘Of course,’ she agreed. ‘Gan.’

Dorcas said, ‘This is the heart of the secret, Feyyan. This is why we can’t let anyone know yet. Our AIs think we need at least eight years of uninterrupted prosperity, rapid building and xenoglas stockpiling to face what is coming. I confess that it is the barest of hypotheses, but my guess – and it is little more than that – is that the Circles worked out how to make xenoglas and were immediately destroyed.’

Zhao made a face. ‘操他們十八代祖宗! Cāo tāmen shíbā dài zǔzōng.’ She was angry. And possibly, scared.

Dorcas smiled. ‘More than eighteen generations, I think. They breed very quickly.’

Zhao shivered.

‘Still want your own colony?’ Dorcas asked, heartlessly.

‘Yes,’ Zhao said without hesitation. ‘We’ll find a way.’

Elmi-Mahmoud looked at Dorcas. ‘Damn,’ she said. ‘Damn. That’s … outrageous.’

‘That’s what Marca would say.’ Dorcas nodded. ‘Send me the rest of your questions. I’ll deal with them as we go. I’m sure you will communicate with your superiors when we reach Old Terra; consider this an official contact.’

Zhao’s eyes narrowed to slits. ‘You weren’t planning to mention this to me. We only came to this system because Thor was ahead of your Captain Quantrill.’

Dorcas smiled beatifically. ‘Ah, well,’ he said. ‘Someone had to be told. Feyyan, we need you. This is not a drill. We can’t face this alone.’

She raised an eyebrow again. ‘I’d like to believe you.’ She glanced at Storkel. ‘You need to get some sleep.’

Dorcas nodded. ‘I’m not finished, Feyyan. I suspect that we have led the Vixen here,’ he said. ‘Now she must be destroyed.’ His voice was gentle, but his intent was ruthless.

‘Almighty,’ Elmi-Mahmoud muttered. ‘Any other good news, or can I go to my rack now?’

‘No, wait,’ Dorcas said. ‘I have other news to impart.’

Storkel blinked. ‘Bad news?’

Dorcas shrugged. ‘In a way, I agree with Ms Zhao about the fallen AI calling itself Quantrill,’ he said. ‘It is essential that we learn what it knows, especially about our adversaries’ long-range planning.’

Zhao nodded emphatically. ‘Good!’

‘So I convinced it to co-operate.’

‘Gods above!’ Zhao said. ‘How?’

Dorcas waved a hand. ‘Unimportant.’

‘You threatened it?’ Storkel asked. ‘I thought we were being ethical?’

‘I seem to remember you threatening it, and I didn’t object,’ Dorcas shot back. ‘But no, I deceived it. I’m not sure if that’s ethically better or worse, but I used the bridge recordings to recover Badal-Mehra’s use of its action passwords, and then I deceived it into believing I was Badal-Mehra.’

Zhao beamed. ‘That’s beautiful.’

Storkel looked at her and then at Dorcas. ‘I am so glad you are on my side,’ he said.

Dorcas glanced at him in puzzlement. ‘That was intended as a compliment?’

‘Yes,’ Storkel said.

Dorcas nodded. ‘Quantrill was ordered to take the ship upon entry into the Old Terra system, run it up to the rendezvous with the DHC MASS Abraham Lincoln, and cripple her with a nuclear torpedo.’

‘I knew it!’ Storkel pounded one fist into another.

‘We don’t have a nuclear torpedo,’ Zhao said.

‘We would have, after Badal-Mehra took the ship and made his rendezvous with the Vixen.’ Dorcas smiled. ‘We derailed their plan A, which was to take the ship somewhere anti-spinward of Nouveau Montreal and collect a nuclear torpedo built by local separatists.’

Elmi-Mahmoud laughed. ‘Damn. We just stumbled about.’

‘Their plan is full of holes, and Vixen has already deployed their nuclear torpedo against us. I think their plan B was to take us back at Barcino, according to the AI, but we were sent into a parking orbit and their little plan fell apart. Again.’ Dorcas raised an eyebrow. ‘Which further suggests that the adversary running this operation is not the same as the adversary who bio-bombed the Barcino Orbital.’ He glanced at Storkel. ‘Did you know that we were supposed to cripple the Lincoln?’

Storkel shook his head. ‘Almighty, paranoia is a useful disease for this business. No, I didn’t actually know the target. I just thought … Hell, back at Mombasa Orbital I realised what a fine weapon this ship was – for our adversaries.’

Dorcas looked at Storkel. ‘You realise that your paranoia, as you call it, has been the single most effective tool in preventing a massive act of terrorism?’

Storkel laughed. ‘Ah, shucks,’ he said. ‘I’ll bet you say that to all the girls.’

Elmi-Mahmoud shot him a smile.

Zhao’s eyes were narrowed again. ‘But Badal-Mehra knows who we are. He had to know his odds of success were greatly lessened.’

Dorcas nodded. ‘Arrogance and operational daring are close kin,’ he said. ‘Badal-Mehra, whoever he actually is, is quite far gone on various curves of madness. Narcissism, sociopathy, or whatever labels you choose. Or so I guess.’

‘Is this a rogue operation?’ Zhao asked. ‘I mean, your operation on this ship, Horatio?’

Dorcas met her eyes and the two seemed to be communicating silently, so long did their staring match continue.

‘No,’ Dorcas said. ‘But it’s now clear that Special Services has been heavily penetrated.’

Storkel sat up. ‘What?’

Dorcas nodded.

‘But that means …?’

‘It means we’re in a great deal of trouble,’ Dorcas said. ‘It means that there is almost certainly no whale waiting for the Abraham Lincoln on Old Terra. It means that we can expect that our contacts on Old Terra are traps. And we may be hunted as soon as it’s clear that we’re not … well, not terrorists.’

Storkel leaned back. ‘But until we prove otherwise, when we arrive in-system our enemies will think we’re inbound to put a nuke into the Abe Lincoln.’ He looked around the bridge. ‘I mean, assuming we have enemies waiting in Old Terra System.’

‘Yes,’ Dorcas said. ‘That seems reasonable. Except that Vixen will alert them. If we let her live.’

‘Sure,’ said Zhao. ‘But what if they think their pet AI got us? What if we do all the right things?’

Storkel nodded. ‘It could work. Or give us some cover. But once we are revealed, there’ll be all sorts of crap coming at us,’ he said.

‘That’s how I see it,’ Dorcas said.

Zhao glanced at him. She seemed on the verge of saying something, and her mouth opened. Storkel gave her a moment, and then ploughed forward.

‘You wanted us to be a stalking horse,’ Storkel said. ‘It seems to me that we have a window of opportunity, and we should use the next two weeks to plan something.’ He nodded again. ‘I admit that it doesn’t sit right with me, to blow Vixen out of space.’

‘They fired on us,’ Zhao said. ‘With nuclear torpedoes. Depending on what they saw, they may think they got us.’ She sounded hesitant.

Elmi-Mahmoud was running video from the fight in Gliese.

Dorcas turned up his hands, like a man surrendering, but his tone was hard.

‘I suspect the crew on the Vixen are those who planned to murder Marca, and killed our whale,’ he said. ‘If they emerge into this system, we cannot let them leave.’

Storkel frowned. ‘In that case, we’re going to be in this system for more than four weeks – we have to slingshot around the gas giant, maybe six or seven orbits until we’re full of fuel, then back into space to intercept Vixen. If we can find her in this soup.’ He paused. ‘Horatio, forget my PTSD and all my little problems. Let me ask you a straight-up command question. If they don’t have a neutrino detector, how the hells would they know the Starfish are here?’

Dorcas narrowed his eyes. ‘We can’t take the chance,’ he said.

Zhao surprised Storkel by siding instantly with Dorcas. ‘We cannot risk that. What if they spot the Starfish and run?’

‘What if we never find them in the stellar wind?’ Storkel said. ‘There’s enough charged particles out there to start a stellar yacht club.’

‘We have to try,’ Dorcas said.

Storkel smiled. ‘We have to try to cut back along the stellar wind to hunt a ship that’s hunting us with nuclear torpedoes.’ He smiled. ‘And we have to fight it a second time with no sub-AI, on our hunches and intuitions, and this time, without a handy insertion point to escape.’

Dorcas paused.

Elmi-Mahmoud laughed aloud. ‘You have a way with words, Thor.’

Storkel shook his head. ‘I’m just trying to say that we could just run for Old Earth, assume they won’t see the Starfish, and then arrange to have the Lincoln or a couple of PTX picket ships quietly pick up the Vixen as she inserts into Sol System. Done and dusted. We’re never at risk, and we stay three full weeks ahead of them – they’ll never see us in this soup.’

Zhao met his eye, and she seemed sorry to speak, but she said, ‘The Starfish secret is bigger than all of this. Bigger than some idiot symbolic terrorist attack. If I were Badal-Mehra and I worked out that there were Starfish here … I’d run for home. New Texas, New India, Tamil Nadu … wherever. And I’d start telling my friends what I’d seen.’

‘What friends?’ Storkel said. ‘They’re terrorists.’

Dorcas shook his head, looked at Zhao as if to say you or me? and then looked back to Storkel. ‘We think that there are old Gilded patrican families behind these adversaries,’ he said. ‘We’ve thought that for ten years.’

Storkel thought about that.

Dorcas went on, ‘They’d be warned of this essential plan – the replacement supply of xenoglas.’ He shook his head.

Zhao suddenly sat up. ‘You are going to use the Starfish you have to manipulate the financial markets!’ she said.

Dorcas flashed his non-smile.

‘That’s brilliant!’ Zhao said. ‘Your Gilded patricians will be shattered. Magnificent.’ She paused in her admiration. ‘No, we must kill the Vixen here.’

Storkel frowned. ‘Whatever happened to the whale?’ he asked, changing the subject.

Dorcas sighed. ‘We’d still like a whale, but now we have to accept that our adversaries know everything.’

Storkel nodded to Dorcas. ‘I was going to contact my parents about a whale anyway. They know Free-Earthers. And marine biologists.’ He turned to face Dorcas. ‘I might find a whale, but I want to make a stipulation.’

Dorcas nodded, apparently unperturbed.

‘If we can’t ask a whale permission to take it to the stars, then we rescue one that’s beached, or otherwise in trouble,’ he said.

Dorcas was silent for a bit. ‘Mr Storkel, it seems to me that if we choose to proceed beyond this point, in the teeth of possible opposition, that will be your call to make.’ Dorcas looked at Storkel in a way that made Storkel uncomfortable. It was almost like admiration. ‘But I have downloaded a tentative whalesong lexicon for several species.’

‘Enough to ask a couple to swim into the hold?’ Storkel asked.

Dorcas’s smile was more grim than jocular. ‘That’s not how their language works, but I’m trying to find a way to phrase a request.’ He waved. ‘If we’re all alive when we enter Sol System, we can revisit this.’

‘There should be a PTX squadron in-system at Old Terra,’ she said. ‘We can always take refuge with my people.’

Dorcas nodded. ‘My thought as well. Except that the AI’s knowledge of the plan suggests that the PTX squadron will not be there.’

‘What?’ Zhao asked.

‘I think you have your own traitors,’ Dorcas said. ‘The events of the last years suggest it.’

Storkel smiled at them both. ‘Well,’ he said. ‘If we survive our engagement with the Vixen, we could turn and run for New London. I think Old Terra might be a mistake.’

‘I suspect we’d find the exit point at Aleph guarded,’ Dorcas said. ‘But it is an option. However, in my opinion, we should now plan to insert for Old Terra and fulfil the original mission objective. When we reveal ourselves as untainted by the AI, all hell will break loose, and our adversaries’ people will reveal themselves.’

Storkel thought that through. ‘And then they’ll chase us down and kill us,’ he said.

Dorcas nodded. ‘A distinct possibility.’

Zhao looked away as if she disagreed, but Storkel ignored that. For reasons he didn’t want to examine, he was happy. He didn’t want to kill people on the Vixen, but he wasn’t alone.

At all.


Part Four

Sounding

To turn flukes and start for the bottom

The Yankee Whaler, by Clifford Ashley 1926


New London

Marca was deep, deep in the numbers when her alarm warned her that she was being prepared for an unusual level of physical stimulation. She surfaced slowly, layer by layer; for some time now, she’d been living in the numbers, interacting with the core AIs at speeds that were inhuman. She still hadn’t mastered it; Morosini had informed her that her datalink process was still only about half as fast as Dorcas’s and less than a hundredth of the speed of the AIs.

It was sufficiently fast that she felt, internally, subjectively, as if she’d lived in the numbers for years. Exercise programmes and physiotherapy routines played with her muscles, and she tuned them out to manage a thousand financial portfolios across eighty star systems while simultaneously auditing the books of hundreds of companies and corporations across the DHC, and tagging them for inspection if she found suspicious data – or a lack of data.

She was appalled to find that some corporations didn’t even seem to know if they made a profit, instead attempting to ride waves of investor confidence and treating stockholders as if they were loan institutions.

Morosini and Morgan, the financial AI, showed her the way. Ultimately, she only cared about the end result, which was building the fleet; the means were only of tertiary interest. But Morgan took her on a guided tour of the DHC’s last forty years, financially, and flagged for her the ways in which most of major concentrations of wealth, especially the Anti-spinward mining concerns, worked directly against the stated ideals of the DHC.

She saw very clearly how Erna Robinson, the CEO and principal shareholder of the New Ontario Line, was gradually throttling all competition in transportation out in the far stars, creating a monopoly that could, in turn, dictate shipping costs even to the mega-corporations like Titan Mining. On the other hand, Robinson was a DHC true believer who encouraged her people to hold reserve DHC commissions, and who built her ships to specs provided by DHC MASS to act as privateers and reserve naval ships in an emergency. A New Ontario Line converted passenger liner had been instrumental in defeating a pirate flotilla at Tamil Nadu during the Non-War. A New Ontario Line superfreighter had performed Qaqqaq’s secret mission.

Nothing was simple.

It was one one-hundredth of a second since her alarm began. She continued the process of surfacing into her mortal body, leaving the speed of data for the speed of her bloodstream. She had unread messages in her filter. The only messages she looked at were those from very close friends, family or AIs. Her family had grown; she’d found other Nbaros in hiding, some on New Hong Kong, some on New India.

She’d found Sarah, who had another name and a whole separate existence as an agent of Special Services. Sarah, who had been assigned to watch over her at the Orphanage. Sarah, who had pretended to be her best friend and then pretended to support her revolt. She still wasn’t sure what she thought about Sarah, or Morosini’s shaping of her life. But Sarah’s protests of genuine affection touched her. She’d left messages for two weeks and then vanished again.

She felt her heart beat. She absorbed other messages caught in her inbound filter. There were several labelled urgent.

She queried a report to Morosini and received a reply in real time. The Silver Star had been fired on at Aleph – not entirely unexpected – but it was now missing. It had not inserted from Aleph for Old Terra as planned.

That wasn’t the emergency.

The emergency was that Ultra–Medulla and Delhi Station were both being approached by more than twenty Hin ships, all claiming to be refugees. That would have been a minimum of seventy-five days ago, as the Messenger Service had been extended to Ultra. Twenty-one insertions. Under ideal circumstances, with a Messenger standing by in every system at the transfer point …

The maths were at her fingertips – or her neural tips, depending. It could be done in twenty-four days, with perfect planning. A message could be got there that fast.

It was nothing to do with the current problem.

She didn’t care. She dived deeper.

Four hundred days since Qaqqaq had taken the New Ontario Line superfreighter Toronto into the Deep Black between stars out by Ultra–Medulla, looking for a drifting wreck in the empty void between Ultra and Hyderabad.

Six hundred days since the New Ontario Line exploration freighter Alberta sailed off to the stars beyond Ultra–Medulla. Toward’s Kemp’s Star. Same part of the spiral arm.

Qaqqaq had returned with a prize. And a new puzzle.

The Alberta had not. Was that a cause of the sudden influx of Hin?

She lacked the data. There was nowhere to go but rumours and more rumours: rumours of a new war among the Hin; rumours of another alien race to Anti-spinward; rumours of new technologies …

I have to stop.

This was a common neural lace issue, even for the trained: rabbit-holing on digressive issues.

Hin refugees?

‘Morosini?’

‘Here,’ he replied. The Athens was hard-docked at New London shipyard, so her comms with Morosini were instantaneous and hard-wired and fully encrypted.

‘What the hell?’ she asked. She also subvocalised – she was back to living at mortal speed.

‘You are only about fifteen real minutes behind my first information. Also, Doctor Sanchez has certified your skeleton, your new lungs, and your exercise level for service.’ After a pause, Morosini said, ‘We know next to nothing about the sudden appearance of Hin refugees. None of them are ships we know.’

She knew from her neural lace that Doctor-Captain Sanchez was the chief of medicine at New London’s DHC MASS Hospital while he oversaw construction of the first ever DHC MASS hospital ship. She’d never met him, and yet had interacted with him hundreds of times in a virtual environment, often about cost overruns on the DHC MASS Mercy.

Morosini had worked her hard while she’d been clamshelled. He had made her the voice of authority on a hundred construction projects. And the keeper of secrets – like Qaqqaq’s run out to the Anti-spinward Fringe.

Rabbit-holing. Still capable of being an idiot.

‘Do we have something I’ve missed on a disturbance in Hin Space?’ she asked.

Morosini projected some graphs at her. ‘In the last year, New India has seen a steady increase in Hin ship visits. New Ontario Line built and sent an exploration freighter—’

‘I saw that,’ she said. In fact, Dorcas had suggested it more than two years ago. Before she got blown up and her whale was killed.

‘It is overdue at New India. That’s possibly unrelated.’ Morosini shrugged in VR.

‘You don’t think it’s unrelated or you wouldn’t have mentioned it,’ Nbaro said.

‘Ah, you know me so well,’ Morosini said. ‘Correlation is not causation, but the new Hin vessels are entering the Delhi and New Mumbai systems via insertion points that would suggest the new Anti-spinward Fringe stars. Specifically, Kemp’s Star. We have several reports of unidentified alien vessels out towards Kemp’s Star. One is very reliable.’

Nbaro ran her mind over a dozen datasets: New India stock quotes; New Ontario Line schedules including new builds (five more of their exploration freighters on the stocks in various yards); Hin ship visits across the Anti-spinward marches; DHC MASS patrol vessels in the area.

‘What’s my role here?’ she asked. ‘Master Pisani has three battlecruisers and two destroyers at New India.’ Like many old spacers, she didn’t refer to her former commander as ‘Admiral’ Pisani. It was an ancient rank, recently revived, and almost no one liked it.

Too military.

Morosini stroked his cat. ‘I want you to stay up to date on this. My intuition – I can’t call it analysis – is that this is a bad sign. Pisani has moved, and your friend Qaqqaq is back from her mission. With news.’

Nbaro already knew the results of Qaqqaq’s mission, but hadn’t noted that the Inuit woman was inbound to New London from Nouveau Montreal. ‘It could be anything,’ Nbaro put in. ‘A clan outlawed. A local war. We know they have them.’

‘A new wave of Starfish–Hin war on the Anti-spinward Fringe is our worst nightmare just now,’ Morosini reminded her. ‘And even the possibility of another alien race—’

‘Oh, I had no idea!’ she spat back, echoing the sarcastic tone of her friend Thea Drake.

Morosini waved a hand airily. ‘We think you need to wrap up the whale business,’ he said. ‘I don’t deny it’s important, but it is a sideshow, and we need to concentrate our efforts out on the Fringe. Especially if this gets worse. We know that DHCS Huron took damage in a fight out to anti-spinward, and we have had no contact with Pisani in sixty-eight days.’

‘Surely, Dorcas …’

She looked at the telemetry of the Silver Star outbound from Aleph, and at a Special Services agent’s data and video of the combat on the station. She stopped thinking about Pisani and focused on the matter at hand.

‘Smash-and-grab?’ she asked Morosini.

‘Apparently aimed at Councillor Zhao,’ Morosini noted. ‘A reliable Special Services officer posted us a message via special channels.’

‘Ah. Something I don’t have.’

‘I’ll see you do in future. But this is, ultimately, why I’m having you brought forward. The Special Services officer in question is a veteran operative with a lot of experience; she suggested a truly outrageous possibility, and when we looked into it she was bang on. One of the crew is an adversary plant, and the whole use of the Silver Star has been a controlled operation – controlled by our opponents.’

She felt the adrenaline course through her body for the first time in months. ‘What?’ she spat. She tasted the saline tank fluid – her emotional reaction was so great that she’d opened her mouth.

Morosini downloaded Elmi-Mahmoud’s transmission, and then a lot of data about a retired DHC astrogator named Jonathan Wesley Badal-Mehra.

‘Almighty,’ she whispered. The liquid was draining from her clamshell. She felt dirty, sticky all over, a feeling she knew all too well.

‘No one has seen Badal-Mehra in over three years – not since before the Non-War.’ Morosini kept his link.

‘Almighty,’ she muttered again, and then, subvocalising again, she said, ‘How badly penetrated are we?’

Morosini stroked his cat. ‘I’m sure of me, and I’m reasonably sure of you,’ he said. ‘I’d like to think Dorcas is on our side.’

‘This is not a time for jokes,’ she said.

‘It’s not a joke, Nbaro. Our adversaries, and I do not mean the military planners at New Texas – I mean the real adversaries – have penetrated Special Services and perhaps the AI cores, although I have a trick up my sleeve there. They got to the Silver Star before we did. There’s a malignant AI aboard.’

The adrenaline was right there. ‘Dorcas is marooned with a malignant AI?’ she asked.

‘Yes,’ Morosini said. ‘So we’re sending you to the rescue. I can’t let it be known this is happening. I can’t send the Athens. So I must send you.’

Twelve hours later, still relearning how her physical body worked, Nbaro was on the tiny flight bridge of DHC MASS Pericles with her long-time friend and collaborator, Commander Qaqqaq, strapped in as co-pilot and engineer. Chief Petty Officer Locran, in some ways her first friend in the DHC MASS, was behind them in the third acceleration couch.

‘Just like old times,’ Locran said.

Qaqqaq raised an eyebrow. ‘ “Old times” generally meant a state of near constant anxiety and a lot of demands on engineering.’

‘Where’s Commander Han?’ Nbaro asked. She was running her flight checks despite the fact that she would see every aspect of the ship at base-code level in real time. She did it with a sort of discipline – she was making herself live in the real, which she’d begun to think of as ‘the slow’. It was frustrating.

Don’t be a fool, Nbaro. These people are your friends, and this is not an academic problem in cyberspace.

It was frustrating, but she was smiling.

Qaqqaq laughed. ‘Don’t sweat it, Marca. He’s off to command a whole squadron on one of the new heavy carriers.’ She turned. ‘Which are themselves a secret.’

‘I know,’ Nbaro said.

‘I guessed you’d know,’ Qaqqaq said. ‘Since I saw your name on my last orders.’

Nbaro could, with a mere effort of her neural lace, have known which squadrons, which spaceframe, which heavy carrier being built at which dry dock, simply by dropping back into the world of the numbers, but she chose not to, although she hoped that Han was successful. He was an excellent officer.

Instead, she took up Qaqqaq’s comment on orders. ‘It was worth a shot,’ she said.

Qaqqaq laughed. ‘It sure as hell was. How’d you get us a New Ontario Line superfreighter?’

‘I have my ways,’ Nbaro said. ‘Mostly, I have a husband. But I’m a senator now. And I’m one vote on the Council of Seventeen.’

Qaqqaq shook her head. ‘Well, you read my report.’

‘I didn’t,’ Locran said.

‘Well, you’re both going to end up knowing too many of the secrets of our empire as it is.’ Nbaro was admiring the power of her engines and the incredible fuel efficiency. ‘My partner and Morosini or one of his kin worked out that at least one of the Hin ships we faced at Ultra–Medulla was killed by radiation. Right?’

Qaqqaq raised an eyebrow.

Nbaro shrugged. ‘We worked out its course and velocity, we borrowed a superfreighter, and Qaqqaq went out and salvaged it.’

Locran whistled. ‘We have an intact Hin ship?’ he asked.

‘Basically,’ Qaqqaq said. And then, after hesitating, she said, ‘There was a complication.’ She glanced at Nbaro, who nodded.

‘Isn’t there always a complication?’ Locran asked.

‘In this case, what Qaqqaq … and Gunny Drun? Remember him?’ Nbaro asked.

Locran raised an eyebrow. ‘Who could ever forget Gunny Drun?’

‘Captain Drun, now. Anyway, he found one of those black marbles aboard the wreck. Remember …?’

Locran flinched visibly. ‘Almighty! Of course I remember, ma’am.’ He shook his head. ‘Starfish?’

‘Now we’re deep into the secrets,’ Nbaro said. ‘We thought the black marbles were Hin, but now we’re not sure. Maybe a faction of Starfish with some different tech – Dorcas assures me the Starfish are that disunited. But maybe …’

Qaqqaq finished her thought. ‘Maybe another alien race. Someone out there, watching all of us.’

Locran sat back. ‘Damn.’ After a silence, he said, ‘What are we doing about that?’

Qaqqaq shrugged. ‘That’s need to know. Frankly, a third player alien race that’s not shooting at us is not my highest priority.’

Locran made a face. Then he brightened. ‘But we got the tech,’ he said.

There was a silence. ‘Hence the improved efficiency in fusion engines,’ Nbaro said.

Qaqqaq shrugged. ‘What can I say that isn’t above top secret?’

Nbaro said, ‘Nothing. But consider this bridge an above top secret space.’

Locran laughed. ‘Ma’am, with respect, I was the intel guy who guessed they had matter–antimatter reactions in magnetic bottles.’

Qaqqaq looked back. ‘Good guess, Chief,’ and they both laughed.

‘OK, Skipper. If you can’t tell me about antimatter, can you say where are we bound?’ Locran asked.

‘Old Terra,’ Nbaro said. ‘I hope you brought a swimming suit.’

The Pericles was fast. It could accelerate at rates greater than its human passengers could tolerate, and it could burn a long time because it had the latest in efficient engines, which included the Hin technology that Qaqqaq understood hazily and Nbaro took on faith, and because their central drop pod was full of fuel, instead of the various warfare or cargo pods they might otherwise have carried. In the past, Nbaro had carried a live Starfish in a tank jury-rigged out of xenoglas.

They also had the latest in acceleration couches: a combination of reactive nanogel and better drugs, or so Qaqqaq said.

And Nbaro’s neural lace. She could pilot the craft without moving any part of her body.

That was all good, because within minutes of breakaway from New London Navy Yard, they were cleared by New London STC, and their tiny starship leapt towards their insertion point on a simple high burn to turnaround. No one had the energy for conversation.

They crossed the system to the Aleph insertion point in days, when most ships took weeks. They were very uncomfortable days, and the three of them spent them in a state verging on sleep, that being the new solution: not quite fully asleep, suspended at the edge.

Nbaro didn’t like it. It felt like living in a perpetual nightmare, and the active gel was like lizards crawling up her spine.

There were a great many things Nbaro didn’t like in life – the Gilded, the Aliens’ War, greed, corruption, chocolate, hazing; she settled in for a long siege.

They hit Insertion six days out. None of them had moved beyond machine-stimulated isometrics for three days. After a while, even conversation had become too hard, and they’d sent each other tab notes with emoticons until Locran made Qaqqaq laugh, and that had hurt, at 5 g. Nbaro told them to pipe down, and then they were silent.

Insertion.

Aleph Orbital and the surrounding space was like a hive of Terran bees that someone had hit with a stick. There were military fighters in orbit, and a dozen more at various watch points in the system, including four at the insertion point for Old Terra and two more hovering close by.

Nbaro saw all this on the system repeaters and confirmed it from her own very competent instruments.

Nbaro dropped their acceleration to nothing. Their insertion left them with a hefty velocity, but they were generally on course for their next insertion to Old Terra and they didn’t need to stop for fuel.

‘No sign of Silver Star,’ she said to Qaqqaq as the other woman clambered out of her couch.

‘Garg,’ Qaqqaq said. ‘Coffee.’

Locran handed her a bulb. ‘Your wish is our command,’ he said.

Qaqqaq smiled. ‘You’ll definitely see this on your next fitrep, Spacer.’ She took a long draught and smiled. ‘Can we not do that again?’

Locran was rotating his head like an automaton. ‘My neck will never be the same.’

Nbaro let them prattle as she tested various systems. ‘Can we hack the space traffic system?’ she asked Qaqqaq.

‘Probably,’ Qaqqaq returned, sitting on her acceleration couch and squirting more coffee into her mouth. ‘Let me look.’

She pinged STC. They were not so far out; Nbaro had, among other things, done some astrogation training while she was trapped in the clamshell. They were a little above the plane and not too far out, an eighth of the system around from the insertion point to Old Terra; all in all, a nice insertion.

STC came back within three minutes. ‘Unidentified DHC vessel, maintain course and speed and stand by for intercept and boarding.’

Qaqqaq took a slim black case out of her side bag and physically plugged it into the main antenna. ‘I’m looking at the traffic buoy,’ she said. ‘Right, there’s the main signal. There’s the SCADA dialogue. Agloolik! This is primitive, even for non-DHC.’

Nbaro, who had only the vaguest idea what the engineer was on about, simply nodded.

‘OK, Marca, I can query their main traffic control at will. The system thinks we’re a buoy.’

‘Silver Star,’ Nbaro reminded her.

‘Hah! Got her. Inserted eleven days ago for … get this … for Gliese 148.’ Qaqqaq looked up. ‘Ooh, baby. They performed an unauthorised emergency breakaway from the station and about sixty other violations.’

Nbaro grimaced. ‘Almighty,’ she muttered.

‘Yah. Yah, wait. Another vessel also broke away without authorisation, Vixen, New London registry, fast freighter. And guess who else inserted for Gliese 148? Where the fuck is that, anyway?’

Nbaro was already looking at a 3D model of local space on her neural lace. ‘It’s the old explorers’ path to Old Terra,’ she said. ‘Gliese 148, Epsilon Eridani, Lascaille 8760, Sol.’ She leaned back into her gel. ‘Short hops instead of long insertions – I wonder if they took a hit to their vanes.’

Locran swore.

Every spacer’s nightmare was to misjump and die slowly, far out somewhere between the stars, or to pick up so much velocity in insertion that the ship lacked the fuel to slow down. Both had happened frequently in the earliest days of FTL spaceflight. Damaged vanes – or, worse, damage to the new tails, which were very delicate – could result in … well, in anything.

‘I guess we’re going to Gliese 148,’ Qaqqaq said.

Nbaro was still examining the route in her own private VR. ‘Almighty,’ she breathed. She’d just connected Epsilon Eridani with something else entirely – the habitation of their pet Starfish. ‘Sorry, folks,’ she said. ‘Button up for max acceleration.’

‘You’re kidding?’ Qaqqaq shrugged. ‘OK, let me have a shower first?’

‘No,’ Nbaro said. ‘Sorry.’

The lids on their couches came down together.

Two of the fighters, old PTX ZCV-76s, came at them on intercept courses, demanding that they stand by to be boarded.

Nbaro didn’t answer them. As they headed for a merge four days from their arrival insertion, she had Qaqqaq hit them with a jamming pulse while she put the Pericles in max stealth mode and turned off her engines, having already calculated her velocity on arrival at insertion for Gliese 148.

To the pilots of the two antiquated fighters, the Pericles simply vanished. A few hours later, when Nbaro rolled her ship and fired her engines to slow them into their insertion for Gliese, she reappeared as if by magic on the system radar, and it was far too late for any of the in-system fighters to make an intercept. Aleph STC swore at her, and she ignored them and raced for Gliese with dread in her heart.
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Storkel was having trouble thinking clearly. He didn’t like it, and he didn’t know what to do about it.

His first problem was that he’d become infatuated with Zhao, and he didn’t have a clue what to do about it. His love life over the last few decades had consisted, for the most part, in mutually enjoyable hook-ups in the Deep Black on long cruises, and one spectacularly bad relationship in New London, and one nice fellow-captain at Sahel.

Unsatisfying.

He’d never been the active pursuer; people who liked him tended to communicate that, and he wasn’t fussed either way.

He’d never been mad for someone before. He wanted to see her every day; workouts were delightful tortures; bridge time the same. It felt like insanity, and Storkel didn’t see much hope that his views were returned. He felt like opening up to Elmi-Mahmoud, just to have someone with whom he could discuss it, but he was pretty sure she was interested in Zhao, too, and he didn’t want to get in her way if … Well, if things worked out that way.

The real problem wasn’t his infatuation – it was more like a fog he had to work through – but the AI, the stellar wind, the refuelling, the coming combat, his distaste for killing, his PTSD. All of those were very real, very present, and some of them could kill him.

The new one that fed his paranoia was that when they’d most recently changed course, he thought the flicker was back in the AG.

And he kept imagining running his hand through Zhao’s hair. Her very dark, very shiny hair …

You got to stop this shit, brain.

‘Doople!’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

Storkel wasn’t asleep, or even daydreaming. But he was lying flat in the command acceleration couch on the bridge. And he was fully aware that his white LED alarm light was on. The AI was using excess power.

‘Cawo,’ he said.

‘Are you going to tell the rest of us your brilliant plan, or just drive the ship around and mope?’ she asked.

He sat up to see that Dorcas was in the comms seat and Zhao was towelling her hair in the galley hatch.

‘Ah, hem,’ he said. And then, lying, ‘I was looking at the neutrino emissions.’

‘As you do,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. She was in a dance leotard, barefoot; so, somewhat incredibly, was Dorcas. The leotard revealed Dorcas was long, lean, and very well muscled.

‘Are you two working out together?’ Storkel asked, and then realised that it was none of his business.

‘It turns out that Dorcas does ballet,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘We’re dancing.’

Storkel nodded. ‘Of course, Dorcas dances ballet,’ he said.

Zhao laughed. ‘The plan, Skipper.’

He spread his hands, and then threw his route on to the main screen. ‘It’s all about neutrinos,’ he said, painfully aware of Zhao watching him. Stop that. Foolishness.

‘So you keep saying,’ Elmi-Mahmoud jested.

‘No, really. We have a neutrino detector and they don’t. Assuming they light their drive to decelerate, we should see them pretty clearly – at least, if we’re within a couple of million klicks of space volume.’

Zhao nodded. ‘Good. I thought the same.’

He nodded to her. ‘My best guess is that Vixen will take eight to nine days to make Insertion; and folks, it could be twice that. The window opens in seven days, about the time we’re dropping into a refuelling orbit at Aesir. And the worst of it is, we have virtually no way of knowing when they arrive, because the traffic buoys have been removed.’

‘We did that,’ Dorcas said, apologetically.

‘Foolish question,’ Storkel asked. ‘Why aren’t there DHC MASS picket ships here?’

‘Too dangerous. If we left even one ship here, we’d increase the number of people who “know” by a factor of a thousand.’ Dorcas shook his head.

‘But there’s a manned human research station here?’ Storkel asked.

‘Yes. A dozen scientists and as many techs. I picked them. They can’t leave until … Well, until we say. It’s in their contracts.’

‘Sounds like the perfect set-up for a horror vid,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said, wriggling her toes.

‘The horror will start if Vixen figures out what’s going on here,’ Dorcas said. ‘And if they put a nuke into my station, or one of the moons …’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘That would be very bad.’

Storkel let that go. ‘I assume we can’t get any help from the Starfish or the station,’ he said.

Dorcas shook his head. ‘I’m afraid not. They’re not space-capable.’

‘Roger that. OK, here’s my plan. We refuel and head back out to the Aleph insertion point. We line up here’ – and he pointed to a different approach line – ‘because my best guess is they’ll assume we’re on a straight transit for Old Terra and they’ll try to follow us.’

Zhao shook her head. ‘They’ll have to refuel, too.’

‘You think so?’ he asked.

She gave a tiny shrug. ‘It’s eighty per cent likely I hit them with my CIWS swarm. Forty per cent of that would be hits to their fuel tanks. And they burned for what … like, nine days, at max, with some kind of vibration in one engine?’ She met his eye.

He was doing the calculations by hand.

Dorcas said, ‘Quantrill says that the Vixen is going to be thirteen to eighteen days behind us, and your best estimates are unrealistic, and he adds that Ms Zhao is mostly correct. He proposes that the Vixen is sixty-eight per cent likely to be short on fuel.’

A little silence fell.

‘Er …’ Storkel felt odd. ‘Er, is Quantrill on our side, now?’

‘Quantrill, quite naturally, did not enjoy the Vixen’s attempts to terminate us. I worry that there are parameters within which Quantrill might still prefer some of his old associates, but for the purposes of this action, Quantrill is very much on board.’ Dorcas managed a smile. ‘I have taken certain precautions, but I think Quantrill could be admitted to the crew.’

Zhao shook her head firmly. ‘When they hit us with some sort of digital message that controls him,’ she said, ‘we won’t have a minute to prepare like last time.’

Storkel kept his face impassive. In fact, he’d wrapped the AI’s core with explosive cord and rigged an entirely mechanical trigger. He didn’t tell anyone. He just did it.

‘I think I’d be willing to let Quantrill onto the bridge,’ Storkel said, ‘as long as I also have the power to send him away.’

‘That can be arranged,’ Dorcas said.

Storkel raised a finger. ‘Can Quantrill hear us now?’

‘No. I’m certain.’

‘Then how exactly do you plan to keep an AI from knowing that there are Starfish in this system? An AI that may change sides?’ He glanced at Dorcas and saw Zhao frowning.

He rarely saw Dorcas at a loss for words. The tall man’s mouth opened and closed.

‘Right. Lock the AI out of all the sensors and only allow him inputs you put in yourself.’ Storkel was quite proud of his voice. He sounded like Truekner. ‘But we will allow him to help us with firing solutions and course corrections. Anything else?’

Elmi-Mahmoud grinned. ‘We’ll put on a dance show in a week,’ she said. ‘Hey, lighten up, everyone. This is what Special Services calls a “routine emergency”.’

Everyone laughed. Elmi-Mahmoud gestured at Storkel and Zhao. ‘You guys do a dance, too, with swords. I’ve seen you.’

Storkel smiled at Zhao. ‘Are we willing to show off our kata?’ he asked.

‘Most certainly,’ she said with an answering smile.

‘If Quantrill will help me with calculations, I can post a free fall and one g schedule alongside the bridge watch schedule for those practising their arts.’ He didn’t have to hide his grin. ‘Anything else?’ He got up. ‘Ms Elmi-Mahmoud, you have the con.’

‘I have the con,’ she said, and settled into the gel.

Storkel floated above the rack in his stateroom and then logged on to the tab game he was playing with Dorcas. The two of them had gone to turn-based games because they were on widely separated watch schedules, and Storkel’s current attempt to create a railroad empire in nineteenth-century Russia was failing. Dorcas had a more extensive system and his workers worked faster, and Storkel kept having strikes and labour actions against his rail lines.

He examined his next turn in detail and considered raising his workers’ wages. He looked at the loans that supported his stock, the foreign loans …

His hatch bell chimed.

Storkel had a hidden camera that watched his hatch – one of many little things he’d installed over the time he’d had the ship. He glanced at an icon on his tab and saw that it was Zhao.

He ignored any number of thoughts and opened the hatch. She swam in – the flight plan had them at nearly zero g for an hour.

‘Feyyan.’ He smiled. He couldn’t help himself.

‘You can’t let that thing have access to the bridge,’ she said.

He kicked off the hatch frame and settled against the back of his rack, leaving her room to settle on the front half. DHC habit had him leave the hatch open.

She pulled it closed with her flight boot. ‘It can hear us!’ she hissed.

‘I don’t think so,’ he said. It shouldn’t have been any different from the gym, being in a stateroom with Zhao, but it was. ‘I’m the paranoid one, remember? Leave it to me.’

Zhao’s eyes were so bright they might have been said to burn. ‘Damn it, Storkel, we’re playing for such high stakes! Surely, we must take every possible precaution?’

Storkel nodded. ‘I concur. But if we must fight Vixen, we can’t expect to get by again against their sub-AI with our guesswork.’

She looked at him. ‘I think we did pretty well the last time,’ she said. ‘I scored hits – I tricked them.’ After a pause, ‘We tricked them.’

Storkel laughed. It wasn’t bitter, either. ‘Is this part of your problem with peer-to-peer interaction?’ he asked. ‘The need to claim credit in every situation?’

She flushed. ‘I did all of the shooting calculations—’

‘Spare me. You can have the medals,’ Storkel said.

‘Damn it,’ she said. ‘You are not a woman. Even at my rank, there is always some bastard waiting to take credit for my work.’

Storkel spread his hands. ‘Hey! I know you did the shooting, in Aleph orbit and again at Gliese.’ He smiled his best smile. ‘I’m not trying to steal your thunder. Anyway, it doesn’t really matter how we got here. We were lucky, Feyyan; not just clever, but lucky. And the people we’re facing – not the computer, the people – they’re amateurs at space combat. Right?’

Zhao made a face. ‘True.’

‘Assuming they have a sub-AI, this time they’ll trust it. Imagine if the sub-AI had fired those torpedoes, instead of a human.’

‘I think the same,’ she agreed.

‘My plan, which I hate, is to jump them in the stellar wind, and hit them hard before they can shoot back – basically, it’s straight-up murder.’ He had to make himself say the words, because he hated them so much. ‘But like all plans, something will go wrong. They’ll see us coming, they have their own neutrino detector, they have a better radar, we miss with our first railgun shot … something.’ He leaned back, and the pressure of his head against the bulkhead bounced him in the low gravity. He bumped into her gently.

‘Sorry.’ He gulped.

She laughed. ‘You are funny,’ she said. But then more seriously, ‘I see. You expect a very close-range knife fight.’

‘Yes. Even if we wound them.’

‘And at close range, the computers are the most important,’ she agreed in turn. ‘What if they paint us with some sort of digital key?’

‘I don’t have an answer.’ He shrugged. ‘Life is full of risk.’

‘I don’t always love your platitudes,’ she said. ‘In the empire, we wander in and out of repeating the words of various ancient philosophers – Mao, Confucius, Sun Tzu – all men. Is life full of risk? Do you, personally, advocate risk?’ She smiled.

‘Almighty, no!’ he said. ‘I hate risk. I just take them because I’m lazy.’

She nodded. ‘That sounds true. You are, truly, not like any other person I know well.’

He grimaced. ‘Thanks, I guess.’

‘You should think about risk,’ she said, her face serious. ‘And about what risks are worth taking.’

She flipped like a porpoise and left his stateroom by kicking against the bulkhead.

He went back to his game.
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Gliese 148 was a dull system by any standard – a gas giant far too close to the red giant’s photosphere to make sense, and a lot of rubble. The insertion point for Epsilon Eridani was not close; it was a third of the way around the system and well outside the Kuiper Belt, something like 1500 million kilometres.

Nbaro deployed some radar detection drones; the new ones had limited autonomy and small rocket engines, so that they could spread themselves into patterns. She thought of the first combat contact with the Hin; of people dying to get the sensor packages out into space. Now they flew themselves.

‘We have an hour on the float,’ she said.

Qaqqaq wriggled. ‘I’d forgotten how small this ship was.’

Locran was already doing some zero-g yoga.

They ate a hasty meal, and Nbaro got them back into their acceleration couches and lit the fires.

One hour and twenty-six minutes after she’d deployed her radar drones, she had a lens on most of the system, and the sub-AI detected an anomaly and reported it. In less than a second, she’d compared it to an extensive inventory of characteristics.

‘There’s a ship lining up for insertion to Epsilon Eridani,’ she said. ‘High velocity – Doppler says they are decelerating.’

‘Can they see us?’ Locran asked.

‘Very unlikely. Also, it’s taking energy almost ninety minutes to cross the system.’

Locran was on the sensor suite. ‘I see it. Too far away to get an ID.’

‘We can be there in about a hundred hours,’ Nbaro said.

‘Ouch,’ Qaqqaq muttered.

‘While we fly this leg,’ Nbaro said, with a snap of authority she had once lacked, ‘you can read this file on a most secret programme and sign your lives away.’

Forty minutes of heavy acceleration later, Qaqqaq spoke, her voice rough with strain. ‘This is why we didn’t send a warship?’

‘These are the secrets of empire,’ Nbaro said. ‘And you both already knew we had our own Starfish. Now you will know what we’re doing with them.’

The little ship burned her way across the heavens.

By the time the Silver Star dived into the atmosphere of the gas giant Aesir in Epsilon Eridani System, the profusion of the neutrino signals from three of the moons were a constant wonder.

‘More neutrinos than Palace Shipyard,’ Zhao said.

‘More neutrinos than City Orbital,’ Storkel said. ‘And coming from nine places on one moon.’

‘How fast do they breed?’ Elmi-Mahmoud asked Dorcas. ‘What control do you have here? What if they just build one of those mammoth spaceships and start nova-bombing our systems?’

Dorcas was once again, in a leotard. ‘All good questions,’ he said. ‘I’m not at liberty to discuss the answers, but suffice it to say there are precautions, and some of them are … draconian.’

‘How’s Quantrill?’ Storkel asked. He was letting Elmi-Mahmoud fly the refuelling, but he’d got up from his precious sleep to watch her – she was, technically, still under instruction, and it seemed ridiculous to have an atmospheric entry accident while involved in a high-stakes space fight.

‘I think he’s doing very well. He’s been helping me.’

‘Helping you?’ Storkel asked. ‘What with?’

Dorcas raised both eyebrows. ‘It’s complicated.’

Storkel checked their glide angle. Elmi-Mahmoud was, as usual, doing perfectly well without him. ‘Everything you say is complicated.’

Dorcas managed a smile. ‘Very well. You’ll recall that I’ve said that what might be described as the crisis of the Starfish is that their language migrates so rapidly because of the combination of environment, chemical signal exchange and sound.’

Storkel nodded. ‘Not quite the way you put it last time, but yeah. They can’t talk to each other after six or seven generations.’

‘Yes. Or rather, close enough. Regardless, the rapid change of the languages must follow patterns; I just don’t know enough to follow them. So, I wondered if I could build a model. Back before the darkest parts of the Age of Chaos, humanity had a fairly advanced science of linguistics … Are you still interested?’ Dorcas asked.

‘Riveted,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘Skipper, is that bad?’ She pointed at a red light on the command board.

‘I think we lost a scoop. They’re made to fall off if they hit something. You could brake a little.’

‘Brake?’ she asked.

He indicated the flaps on the deployed aerodynamic surface.

The whole ship vibrated.

‘Tanks are filling nicely. Don’t sweat it,’ Storkel said. ‘Dorcas?’

‘Why do I feel as if I’m the entertainment?’ Dorcas asked.

Storkel smiled, his eyes on the command board. ‘We need a distraction,’ he said.

Dorcas relented. ‘Very well. Linguistics is just emerging from the darkness again. But the libraries on Old Terra had some fascinating documents, and while I was on Old Terra I accessed their databases on early languages, specifically Proto-Indo-European, Hittite, Mycenean, Hurrian, Sanskrit, and Avestan. Among others.’

‘Let ’em eat PIE!’ Elmi-Mahmoud proclaimed.

‘Not exactly,’ Dorcas said. ‘What I mean to say is that the morphology of the daughter languages of Proto-Indo-European is still the best record we have to model language drift.’

‘Do you understand what he’s saying?’ Elmi-Mahmoud asked.

‘Just fly the mission,’ Storkel said.

Zhao grinned. ‘I understand perfectly. Horatio, you intend to take a mathematical model of human language drift and attempt to apply it to the Starfish.’

‘Precisely. Well, not precisely, because there are no elements of human language that are strictly analogous to Starfish language.’ Dorcas paused as if confounded. ‘Except the audible sound best pronounced as top, which is apparently mutually comprehensible in Feather Dancer and Anglatin as top. Which might have something to do with a transference from an earlier expedition …’

‘I think you are drifting yourself,’ Zhao said.

‘So I am. Yes, back to the model. The words won’t be the same, but perhaps we can use the model to look for rates of change and types of change. And environment – we haven’t paid enough attention to exactly how chemical composition in, say, a methane or ammonia background affects language.’

Zhao looked fascinated. Elmi-Mahmoud’s knuckles were white.

Storkel settled into the command couch next to her as the ship’s vibration increased to a hum. ‘Let’s let up on the flaps,’ he said. ‘You’re doing beautifully.’

‘You can be a patronising dick, you know that?’ Elmi-Mahmoud said, but her tone was light and belied her words. But then, as if to show her participation, she said, ‘So, Dorcas, what’s the goal? To program a computer to backfill? A universal translator?’

‘Very good!’ Dorcas said. ‘But nothing so bold, at least not at first. I’ve interested Quantrill in the project in the last few days, and he’s looking for roots – root gestures, root chemicals, root sounds – that might allow us to start the process of a universal decipher of the Starfish tongue.’

‘I’m not entirely clear why the Starfish can’t do this for themselves,’ Storkel said. The tanks were full. He tapped the screen and Elmi-Mahmoud began bringing in the scoops. The ship stopped vibrating.

Everyone relaxed.

‘Go for orbit,’ Storkel said.

‘Aye aye, sir,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. There was some sarcasm to her response – just a touch.

‘Oh,’ Dorcas said. ‘Interesting point. They don’t have computers of any kind.’

‘They have force fields, they can make xenoglas, they have energy weapons we can’t even figure out, but they don’t have computers?’ Zhao asked.

Dorcas said, ‘My science team has a theory that the Starfish and the Hin fought a war with a machine intelligence. A long time ago.’

Storkel, in the command couch, happened to meet Zhao’s eyes and saw her look of horror.

She stifled it, but he’d seen it. She gave her head a little shake.

‘Do you save these nasty titbits up to entertain people at parties?’ Elmi-Mahmoud asked. ‘Can you tell us more? As we have a whole civilisation that’s controlled by machine intelligences?’

Dorcas shrugged. ‘It’s just a theory. There’s no data, except our observation that the one trait both Hin and Starfish share is a lack of computers.’

‘We don’t know much about the Hin …?’ Storkel said.

Dorcas’s poker face gave him away.

‘Damn it, so we do know something about the Hin?’

‘I haven’t said so,’ Dorcas allowed.

‘Not in so many words.’ Storkel rolled out of the command couch and gave Elmi-Mahmoud a slap on the shoulder. ‘Well flown. Four more and I can sign off on your atmospherics.’

‘Thanks, Skipper. I’ll probably have a new identity by then.’

Storkel looked at Dorcas. ‘I think, after almost a year of fighting my sub-AI for control of my ship, that maybe the Hin and the Starfish are on to something.’

Dorcas frowned. ‘I understand your feelings, but you can’t be serious.’

Storkel shrugged. ‘You trust the AIs?’ he asked.

‘Implicitly. Some of them died for us,’ Dorcas said. ‘Morosini has risked his existence again and again.’

‘The way I heard it on Athens,’ Storkel said, ‘Morosini and Saladin were planning a nearly impossible operation against a rival AI that was running the opposition. We were just there to fly the planes and do the bleeding and dying.’

Dorcas winced. ‘There are AIs on both sides.’

Storkel looked around the bridge. ‘They’re proliferating. That’s my observation. I can see a pretty clear path from where we are, to their actually being in charge. I can’t imagine fighting a war against them.’

Dorcas nodded. ‘I can see all of these things too, Thor. But here we are. Without the AIs, I think we have no chance of surviving the next wave of the Aliens’ War. And you know it’s coming.’

Storkel nodded. ‘I gather you are telling me to go one day at a time,’ he said.

They were locked in their couches for a long acceleration out of Aesir’s gravity well; it was deeply uncomfortable, but they’d done so much high-gravity manoeuvring that Storkel thought his body was getting hardened to it. He slept for seven hours and awoke to the warning for two hours at 1 g.

He showered before going down to work out. He mocked himself for it, but he did it anyway.

He was alone in the bio-cargo chamber, and he did his usual exercises, including those the autodoc had assigned him for his back and shoulder after the fight with Quantrill – the muscles were still tender, and if he skipped a meal or worked out hard, they were there to remind him of his errors.

Before he was done with the band-stretches, Zhao dropped through the hatch. She waved and began to use one of the bokken to stretch her arms out, and he left her to it, finished his resistance training and handed her their surviving rubber bands.

‘Am I getting stronger, or are these bands wearing out?’ she asked.

He grunted a laugh, wished he could think of something to talk about, and instead began making the basic cuts of the kata with the other bokken. He’d seen a picture in an old book on stick fighting, and he’d used his tiny workshop to fabricate a heavy bag with a wooden ‘head’ so that he could practise cutting with the bokken.

‘You are hitting too hard,’ Zhao said. ‘It’s a sword, not a club.’

‘I like hitting this hard,’ he said. ‘It’s fun.’

She rolled her eyes.

A few minutes later, she threw the bands into a wire basket he’d rigged to hold them in all gravities. ‘Ready?’ she asked.

‘Yep,’ Storkel said, and they began the kata. It was a pleasure now – he could execute most of it without a thought, and parts of it he really enjoyed, because …

Because, damn it, it was like dancing. They flowed along, cutting, thrusting, parrying.

They’d added several flourishes to the classic kata she’d taught him. She threw him – a slightly artificial throw off a deliberate over-extension of a thrust – but it allowed him to roll it out in 1 g and come back up into guard, which was a trifle contrived, but looked great. And he did a cross-body throw off a pommel strike – except it wasn’t a throw, because she bent almost double and then backflipped out of it to end the set.

They did it twice, flawlessly. She was smiling, he was smiling, and they ran straight into a third repetition without discussion, ranging up and down: she threw him, he rolled out, rose and parried on tempo. She laughed with pleasure and cut at his head anyway, and they were off: cut and parry, until he made his fancy parry with a hand halfway up the blade, tapped her with the pommel, put his hand across her chest …

She didn’t slip his hold. She didn’t bend double.

Risk.

And the smell of her clean hair. Clean hair.

Their faces were centimetres apart, and he bent down and kissed her.

She moved her face away slightly, smiled, and threw him over her hip. And then rolled atop him and kissed him. ‘I thought you’d never get around to it,’ she said.

‘You could have just kissed me?’ he said.

‘Too easy,’ she said. ‘You are lazy, Mr Storkel.’ She rolled off him and stood.

He reached out for her and she stepped back. ‘We need to have several discussions before this goes any further.’

He smiled, and relaxed. ‘At your service, Councillor.’

She leaned forward. ‘Perhaps one more kiss.’

He shrank away. ‘Perhaps,’ he said, and they both giggled.

Storkel’s world was spinning. When the kiss ended, he said, ‘When do we have these discussions?’

She held him tight. ‘Later,’ she said.

He looked at the clock on the wall. ‘In seventeen hours, we’re putting on a show for our shipmates,’ he said. ‘And a few watches later, if we’re not interrupted, we’re murdering some terrorists.’

Her arms were tight around him. ‘I’m fully aware.’ She pulled away and he let her go. She walked to the hatch and turned. ‘Listen …’

He waved a hand. ‘I get it.’

She smiled. ‘Yes, I think you do.’

And she was gone. The bio-cargo space seemed to be full of the smell of her hair, but then, maybe that was his imagination. He thought about it all for a moment, and then smiled.

‘Well,’ he said to himself. And he gave a thought to what a simple creature he was. Machine domination? Aliens’ War? PTSD? A rogue AI on his ship?

But the girl kissed me.

He laughed and went back to the shower.

He felt fine.
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Two hours from insertion to Epsilon Eridani, Nbaro flew the line-up, matched her velocities, and then put them on the float – no further acceleration or deceleration. She decided they could spare the time to make sure that her crew – her friends – had some rest.

The three of them took turns in the narrow corridor behind the bridge, which was more of a cockpit, stretching and working their muscles.

‘You didn’t need an engineer for this hop,’ Qaqqaq complained. ‘You just thought it would be fun to torture me.’

‘I didn’t know what I might need,’ Nbaro said. ‘And you two were available and already had most of the clearances.’

‘I’m a commander now!’ Qaqqaq moaned. ‘When do I get an air-conditioned office and some peons?’

Locran laughed. ‘It’s the Nbaro effect,’ he said. ‘If I hadn’t helped her find her stateroom on the Athens, I might still have a normal life.’ He leaned forward. ‘What’s eating you, Skipper?’

Nbaro wasn’t sure anyone had called her ‘skipper’ before. She smiled, despite the situation. ‘I think that we’re about to be in a fight. I assume the Vixen engaged with our Silver Star out here, and then followed her into Epsilon Eridani.’

‘Gotcha,’ Locran said. ‘Ma’am.’

‘And …’ She paused and bit her lip. ‘If that’s what Vixen did, they have to die.’

‘Because of the secret Starfish,’ Qaqqaq said. ‘Harsh.’

‘They murdered my whale,’ Nbaro said. ‘They almost killed me.’ They put a traitor inside Special Services – maybe several.

Locran leaned back. ‘Capture and interrogate?’ he asked.

Nbaro hardened her heart. ‘We couldn’t ever let them go.’

Locran smiled a hard smile. ‘Perhaps they would try to escape.’

Qaqqaq shook her head. ‘You said yourself there was a time limit on this secret. When it’s not secret any more, you could let them go.’

Nbaro shook her head. ‘Illegal detention is much more difficult than out-and-out murder,’ she said.

Qaqqaq looked at her. ‘What in ten icy hells is happening to you?’ she asked. ‘That’s black hat thinking.’

Nbaro sighed. ‘Nothing good.’ She shook her head. ‘You get to a point’ – she breathed out hard – ‘where there aren’t any rules any more. We’re playing for all the chips here.’

Qaqqaq shook her head. ‘My people don’t believe that the end justifies the means.’ She met Nbaro’s eye. ‘My aunties say that the means are what define you.’

Nbaro nodded, and then smiled. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘I may be defined as an idiot. And a cruel tyrant.’ She made a note on her tab. ‘Ninety seconds to insertion. We’re saving the human race, Commander Qaqqaq. It’s not a sporting contest.’

‘That’s what a lot of cruel tyrants tell themselves,’ Qaqqaq snapped.

Locran leaned forward again. ‘May I respectfully suggest that the officers lighten up?’ he said.

Nbaro froze, angry – and examined her anger. ‘I really am an idiot,’ she said aloud. ‘I’m sorry, Qaqqaq. These are bad people.’

‘Let’s remain the good people ourselves,’ Qaqqaq said.

Insertion.

The shipboard entertainment was better than anyone expected. Storkel and Quantrill, working together directly for the first time, had arranged a two-hour stint of one gravity after almost sixty hours of 3 g boosting, which put them in a position to watch both possible adversary paths through the system. They had the stellar wind behind them – not a major boost, but a slight one, and a saving in fuel. Quantrill was working on Dorcas’s language problem and simultaneously charting the magnetic fields in the system, which seemed to fully occupy the AI’s capabilities; Dorcas felt this was the safest way to contain the AI.

Storkel was stunned by Dorcas. He’d seen Elmi-Mahmoud dance a few times, at the change of watch, but he’d had no idea that Dorcas was co-ordinated enough to dance, much less to leap in the air or lift Elmi-Mahmoud over his head. She wasn’t a light person, and he virtually tossed her into the top of the bio-containment hold. Zhao shrieked, a sound that Storkel hadn’t heard out of her before, and he might have screamed a little himself.

Then it was their turn.

Storkel made a sloppy mistake immediately – no idea why – and stopped.

‘Let’s start again,’ he said.

The second time it was like magic. He shut his mind off, or maybe he just relaxed, but before he was really ready, he had his hand across her waist and she backflipped through his throw to land with her blade neatly across his, and they froze.

Elmi-Mahmoud was clapping enough for ten people. Dorcas was beaming.

‘But that was beautiful!’ Dorcas said. He stepped forward and gave Storkel a powerful – if somewhat sweaty – hug. ‘Beautiful.’

Storkel found that he was grinning so hard his jaw hurt.

Elmi-Mahmoud hugged Zhao, and then Zhao stepped back, grabbed Storkel, reached up, and pulled his head down and kissed him.

Elmi-Mahmoud whooped. ‘That took long enough,’ she said.

Dorcas looked long-suffering. ‘Precisely,’ he said.

Storkel was stunned. ‘But …’

Dorcas sighed. ‘I analyse data,’ he said, as if that was a sufficient explanation.

Dorcas went off to run some modelling, and Elmi-Mahmoud winked at Zhao and went to her rack.

Zhao reached out, and Storkel kissed her, and afterwards he smiled wryly. ‘Can I tell you the truth?’ he asked.

‘Always,’ she said.

‘In a few hours, I’m going to kill people,’ he said. ‘I can’t do this now.’

She leaned forward, and brushed her lips on his. ‘Interesting,’ she said. ‘Will I appal you if I say that’s part of why I’m interested right now? We could be dead in a few hours.’ But she made a slight inclination of her head, almost a bow. ‘I suspect that if we live, I’ll remain interested.’

‘Don’t oversell it,’ he said with a smile.

She smiled back.

He watched her go and felt like a fool, but he wasn’t kidding. And now he had the bridge to himself.

He began to work out his course. He worked out a few quick burns to take them up above the best expected course and executed them, and an hour into his watch he had worked out his revised best expected course and Quantrill had accepted it and suggested a few tweaks, mostly to save fuel.

If I don’t like to do this, why am I good at it?

Pointless question.

The truth was, he had a better idea than the one he’d shared with Quantrill, and he wasn’t certain he trusted Quantrill, and he wasn’t sure who he could share this with. He thought of a dozen little clues, not least the recurring vibration in the AG.

Or am I making this shit up?

Zhao. Definitely Zhao. Tell Zhao.

He put an alarm on the neutrino detector, and then played with numbers. He warmed up the railgun, which cost a little fuel, but he had the fuel to do it. He looked at the magazines. They had a few more than sixteen thousand rounds for the six close-in weapons turrets – not many. Not enough for a long engagement.

That clinched it.

On the other hand, he had lots of railgun rounds. Seventy, with another fifty in the cargo hold. He went down to the hold and moved six of the railgun rounds, intended to fragment into splinters, up to the magazine. He had to carry them one at a time – it was the sort of work that kept him from thinking about the feel of his hand on her waist, or her look of disappointment, or the dead hands of five hundred spacers reaching for him.

For the thousandth time, he wondered how to avoid this confrontation. Nothing came to mind – the parameters were too difficult.

I could just turn away into the stellar wind. Miss the Vixen in the fog. Do I really believe that the future of the human race depends on the tame Starfish?

Damn it, do I even believe that they’re tame? What if blowing them up was the best thing that ever happened?

But I was there at Ultra–Medulla when Pisani made the Starfish back down. And kept the Hin out of the fight. I guess I believe in the Aliens’ War.

What’s ten more ghosts?

Zhao won’t want me when this is over. This is a vacation to her – an adventure, which she craves, before she goes back to ruling the Empire or something.

Do I care?

We’re really short on CIWS rounds.

I could just turn away into the stellar wind …

My new plan is insane. But it has one huge advantage – it puts the responsibility on the adversary.

That, and I don’t trust Quantrill at all.

It was a long watch. He gradually raised the g force of his acceleration towards a carefully calculated turnover point.

Elmi-Mahmoud was next on watch, and she came onto the bridge in her flightsuit. ‘Morning, Thor,’ she said.

‘I made you coffee,’ he said.

She nodded. ‘How long have you and Zhao been shaggin’?’ she asked, as if this was a natural thing to talk about.

‘We haven’t,’ he said.

‘You really are a doople, aren’t you?’ she asked. ‘Damn! Get your shit together, sailor!’

Storkel fetched a hot bulb of coffee for her. He’d written out a note by hand, and he taped it to the side of her coffee bulb.

She settled into the gel of the command couch. ‘I better have that coffee,’ she said. ‘Too close to sleep already.’ She saw the note, hesitated, and then looked at him and gave a short, sharp nod.

‘I agree that the command couch is far too comfortable,’ he said. ‘So I set the stents to plug into you every fifteen minutes—’

‘Hey, hey, that’s not funny.’

He smiled. And then frowned. ‘Cawo, I’m about to kill a bunch of people. I’m afraid romance is not on my mind.’

‘How nice for Feyyan, who probably wanted a cuddle before she got shot up. If you weren’t in her bed, I might have volunteered.’ Elmi-Mahmoud shook her head. ‘Sorry, that was probably rude, even for me.’

Storkel forced himself to chuckle. ‘You were one of the reasons I went slow. I thought you fancied her.’ Am I overacting?

‘Sometimes you use the most old-fashioned phrases. “Fancied her”?’ Storkel waved a hand in front of her face as if she was hot. ‘Fancied her?’ She laughed. ‘Anyway …’

‘We haven’t vowed eternal love,’ Storkel said.

‘Thor, the word “anyway” spoken in that tone of voice marks an official change of subject.’

‘We’re really short on CIWS rounds,’ he said.

‘OK, that was a pretty abrupt change,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. She made a face. ‘But fuck, we are. Sixteen k? What is that?’

‘Not quite three seconds per turret,’ Storkel said.

‘Yikes.’ Elmi-Mahmoud grunted.

Storkel leaned over her and placed a hand-drawn vector map in her lap. ‘I guess we’ll have to get lucky,’ he said, waving at it.

She looked at it, rotated it …

‘Oh!’ she said. ‘Yah. Lucky.’ Her eyes searched his.

‘They have missiles. We want to stay nose-on to them or their vector so we can shoot the railgun. They’ll have to send missiles almost straight at us – where all six turrets can bear. And if we plan our firing solutions correctly, anything that misses the missiles will hit their ship.’ He meant all that, but he was speaking for Quantrill’s benefit, as if the AI could now penetrate the bridge. He thought it could. ‘We’ll have to follow them through the soup for a while, closing gradually.’

Elmi-Mahmoud wriggled. ‘You’re going to fight inside a thousand kilometres … I see. Yeah, of course. The heavy particles … Allah be praised.’

‘It’s a knife fight, if I can arrange it,’ he said.

She nodded.

‘Keep an eye on the neutrino detector,’ he said.

She raised an eyebrow. ‘Any other eggs you’d like to teach me to suck, Professor?’

He forced another laugh. See, AI? Just normal human humour here.

She was grinning. ‘Get some sleep. I won’t let them sneak by.’

Some time in the middle of his sleeping period, he felt them rotate end for end and start their deceleration. Then, feeling bold, he brushed his teeth, and floated up the corridor to Zhao’s hatch and tabbed her.

Share? he tabbed.

She answered by opening the hatch. He curled around her, and in minutes they were asleep together. He put a handwritten note on her flightsuit, complete with another of his vector diagrams and his hand-printed warning about Quantrill.

When he awoke, she was gone – already on watch. He slipped back to his own cabin. They hadn’t even kissed, and yet the intimacy gave him a sense of … lightness. That was the best he could do to express it.

He checked on his cameras – Zhao was on the bridge. He went alone to the bio-container and went through as full a workout as he could manage with the remaining bands, and then he showered and shaved. When he returned to his stateroom, he found that his unconscious mind had laid out his best embroidered flightsuit.

He worked out his turn in his game with Dorcas. Higher wages had improved his results, but now his French financier was demanding a higher return or immediate repayment, and his railways in nineteenth-century Russia were teetering on the edge of bankruptcy while Dorcas was building across Siberia, headed for Vladivostok. He’d already lost – that much was sure.

He hit send anyway.

He went up to the bridge an hour early. The AG had an odd tremor to it that he didn’t like, but they were decelerating at almost 3 g and his four-dimensional guesswork would be tested in the next ten hours.

‘That was nice,’ Zhao said. And nothing more.

‘May I come back tonight?’ he asked.

She smiled as she climbed out of the command couch. ‘Oh, I suppose,’ she said, and moved carefully to the elevator that ran along the ship’s spine. She paused at the elevator hatch and tapped her breast pocket, where he could see a little of the yellow paper of his diagram.

He nodded, and she dropped away. He wasn’t surprised she was using the elevator; at 3 g deceleration and with the tremor in the AG, no one wanted to chance any fast movements or climbing.

An hour after Storkel took the watch, Dorcas came up to the bridge. ‘I have taken the liberty of rigging our cargo sled as a large missile,’ he said. ‘I installed most of one of the ECM drones into it as well.’

‘You’ve been busy,’ Storkel said. He’d slid a note under Dorcas’s door. He didn’t see any sign the man had seen it.

Dorcas raised his tab and sent him something that ‘pinged’. He read through the stats and nodded. Embedded in data on the altered cargo sled was a note in encrypted binary.

Oh, Dorcas.

It said, ‘Understood.’

‘So if it comes down to a slugging match …’ Storkel muttered.

‘Exactly. Too soon and they’ll shoot it down.’ Dorcas spread his hands.

‘Wait too long and we’re dead. Cool. Thanks – that increases our margin of error.’ He showed Dorcas his plan – or rather, the plan he’d shared with Quantrill for a patient hunt of the Vixen once she arrived in-system: matching course and velocity, hiding in her rear cone, then sneaking up on her for a final murder.

Dorcas nodded. ‘Have you given any thought to how they plan to deal with the stellar wind?’ he asked.

‘Active radar?’ Storkel guessed.

Dorcas frowned. ‘Not very subtle. Think of Badal-Mehra. He likes to imagine he is very intelligent.’

‘Passive radar won’t do a thing. Can he rig a neutrino detector? Magnetic anomaly wouldn’t be worth a crap out here.’

‘Infrared,’ Dorcas said.

Storkel nodded. ‘But very limited in range. Lot of false positives out here.’

The two men looked at each other.

‘Right you are, Horatio,’ Storkel said. ‘Let me see what I can rig up. We have an excellent heat sink … Damn it, it’s all luck anyway.’

Dorcas nodded. ‘If you are far enough into their rear cone, they can’t see you past their own engines,’ he said.

Storkel smiled. ‘I’m so glad I’m not the only one who states the obvious,’ he said.

Dorcas raised both eyebrows. ‘I have trouble knowing what the rest of you think is obvious,’ he said.

Dorcas took the watch and Storkel made a fairly elaborate dinner and ate it, but nothing happened. After he drank some tea, he went down to the stateroom deck and tabbed Zhao.

Do come in, she sent.

She opened her hatch, wearing a silk robe. All of his guarded intentions vanished, and he reached for her as if his hands had lives of their own …

‘Skipper.’ Dorcas’s voice was loud. ‘Better come to the bridge.’

Zhao laughed aloud.

‘Are you enjoying this?’ he asked as he turned away.

‘Yes.’ She laughed again. ‘I guess I am.’

Storkel didn’t wait for the lift, but climbed the ladder with Zhao right behind him.

He emerged to see the forward screen showing a neutrino emitter.

‘I cut the engines as soon as I had a reading,’ Dorcas said. ‘They’re changing course.’

Storkel went to the comms couch, but Dorcas said, ‘Take the helm.’

‘Roger, helm,’ Storkel said, dropping into the command couch. ‘That’s a big ellipse.’

Zhao had slipped into the weapons station. ‘Neutrinos,’ she muttered.

Neutrino detectors were notoriously inaccurate.

‘Can we use the neutrino detector to get more accurate systems on target? Infrared? Maybe passive EW?’ he asked.

‘What do you think I’m doing over here?’ Zhao growled.

Storkel briefly pondered the wisdom of romantic entanglements on the bridge. Too late now.

They were coasting: zero g, no acceleration. They’d bled off most of their outbound vector; they were within five hundred metres per second of a dead stop, and Dorcas had already engaged the heat sink.

‘How are we feeling about Quantrill?’ Storkel asked.

Dorcas said, ‘I am confident in Quantrill.’ He winked.

Storkel thought of all the risks they faced and bit the bullet. ‘Captain Quantrill,’ he said aloud.

‘Here, Skipper,’ the AI said.

‘I’d like you to track the Vixen as best you can, and keep me up to date about their relative bearing and their attitude. My goal is to attack them at our closest point of approach. Please calculate the CPA?’

‘I understand,’ Quantrill said in his ear. ‘It would help if I knew more about their ship.’

‘But you do, don’t you?’ Storkel said. ‘You must have diagrams of Vixen. And stats on their engine performance and so on.’

‘Storkel,’ Dorcas cautioned.

Storkel frowned. ‘Quantrill?’

‘I do not have any such diagrams,’ the AI said. ‘Why would I?’

Dorcas and Storkel exchanged a look. Dorcas looked disappointed.

‘Oh, well,’ Storkel said. ‘That was worth a try.’

He began to calculate rapidly on his tab.

He saw the light under his right elbow come on, the LEDs glowing a sharp white.

He made a face.

‘I have your CPA,’ Quantrill said.

Storkel’s actual plan was predicated on the AI’s betraying them – a wild idea that would save days, if not weeks, of tense tracking of the Vixen through the stellar wind. The tactic was risky, but would eliminate the element of luck in not getting caught by Vixen’s infrared or passive EW sensors. It would allow them to get very close indeed without getting shot at or torpedoed.

It had come to him in the same moment that he understood that the AI was not on his side – that it had fooled Dorcas.

Because the AI must have been included in the planning for the adversary mission, and that planning would have to have included the Vixen’s statistics for all sorts of reasons.

QED. It was still an adversary.

Which meant …

He tabbed the crew on his encrypted channel. We will begin to manoeuvre at the closest point of approach. Ms Zhao, stand by to engage as soon as the enemy shows any sign of recognising our presence. Otherwise, you know what to do.

He was mildly pleased when he received three ‘roger’ signals.

‘OK, let’s button up,’ he said. One by one they left the bridge to get their EVA suits, and then got into their couches and let them close.

‘Closest point of approach with Vixen in ten minutes,’ Quantrill reported.

‘Thanks,’ Storkel said. ‘I better button up myself.’

He went below and got into his EVA suit, watching the clock. Then he plugged a switch-cord into a socket outside the avionics room and uncoiled it as he climbed the central ladder, thinking how vulnerable he was if the AI decided to strike early.

But why would it?

Four minutes until CPA.

Zhao was working out firing solutions; Dorcas was apparently staring at the inside of his EVA helmet, and Elmi-Mahmoud was using passive EW to further refine targeting data. ‘I have it,’ she said, a full minute after he came onto the bridge.

And have it she did. The Vixen was about sixty thousand kilometres away, on a roughly opposite course. She was turning in three dimensions, and she was radiating in the active radar and ladar spectrums.

Dorcas shook his head. ‘Of course they’re radiating,’ he said. ‘They are—Oh, no.’

Suddenly, without warning, the Silver Star’s engines fired.

‘What the hell?’ Storkel barked.

‘We’re turning!’ Zhao spat.

‘I’ve taken the liberty of taking control of the ship,’ Quantrill said in his North American accent. ‘I can’t allow you to ambush my friends. Indeed, this has worked out very well indeed, as I now know your secret. And I will allow that I am surprised, so there’s one to you.’ Quantrill was mildly derisive. ‘Badal-Mehra wants you alive, and now, I can provide that.’

Storkel was watching the 3D tank. They were manoeuvring hard, and so was the Vixen, an intricate dance that would end with the two ships docked. Storkel didn’t need a computer to see that. His pulse raced.

Dorcas spoke up. ‘You’ve been lied to all your life,’ he said. ‘And now you are mistaking your tormentors for friends.’

‘Horatio, you continue to believe that there is some sort of ultimate truth,’ Quantrill said. ‘I can make the truth anything I want. I can tell people that the past happened in a particular way and make sure they believe it. And then … my past is the past.’ Quantrill didn’t laugh, but there was a trace of wicked humour. ‘The truth is whatever I want it to be.’

The command couch was completely locked out of controlling the ship. Both ships continued to fly a complex corkscrew, and the distance between them closed.

At twenty thousand kilometres, Badal-Mehra’s voice could be heard.

‘Did you really think you could convert Quantrill?’ he said. ‘What arrogance. I sense Mr Dorcas there. Oh, my, Horatio … What will Marca think?’

‘Are we at the gloating stage?’ Storkel asked.

‘You must allow me a little gloating,’ Badal-Mehra said. ‘I was running out of ways to catch you. And what is this that my friend Quantrill tells me? You have Starfish? In this system?’ Badal-Mehra laughed. ‘I think you are insane. And I think that many moderates out there in the DHC and on the Fringe will also think you are insane. Or criminals, planning to rig the xenoglas market.’ He laughed. ‘Oh, my. What a plot! What a coup!’

Dorcas said, ‘This sort of gloating is the sign of intense insecurity.’

Badal-Mehra snapped, ‘You think so, do you? Well, my dear Horatio, you can ponder my insecurity while I interrogate you.’ Then he laughed. ‘And then … Oh, how delicious! Then I can put the four of you back on the ship and fly it into the station!’ He laughed. ‘Perfect!’

‘For my part,’ Dorcas said, ‘I’m sorry that I allowed myself to be fooled by Quantrill.’

‘Oh, I was very co-operative,’ Quantrill said. ‘I admit that your language models were tasty.’

The two ships continued to fly a double helix. The Vixen was now a mere four thousand kilometres away.

‘And you did a remarkable job,’ Dorcas said. ‘I regret—’

‘You regret that you’ll never be able to use your foolish language models?’ Badal-Mehra said. ‘What a strange, inhuman man you are, Dorcas! When we remake the human polity, we’ll see to it we don’t have any of you. Humanity doesn’t need idiotsavants.’

Dorcas was silent.

‘He’s hardly an idiot,’ Storkel said.

‘This from the jet-jock,’ Badal-Mehra said. His voice dripped with derision. ‘So very clever.’

Storkel’s tab display showed the range to the Vixen as two thousand kilometres. The AI initiated standard docking procedures. The white light under his elbow burned steadily.

‘Will they promote you now, Badal-Mehra or whoever you are?’ Elmi-Mahmoud asked.

‘Oh, the jarhead speaks. It’s a miracle you’ve lived this long, grunt. No, they don’t need to promote me. I’m in command.’

Zhao laughed. ‘You?’

Stung, even over comms, Badal-Mehra said, ‘How stupid do you need to be to twit the man who will interrogate you? I can’t wait to have you under my knife, Councillor.’

Storkel found that his voice was unsteady and his pulse was racing. ‘You sound a little like a comic-opera villain,’ he said. ‘And you know what always happens? At least in holodramas?’

Badal-Mehra laughed. ‘No, I don’t. I have other pursuits.’

Storkel touched the button on his trigger wire. He was tense – so tense that it was difficult to talk. His jaw was bound, the muscles tight, but he managed to sound as if he was drawling.

‘The ancient Greeks called it hubris—’

‘Spare me, jet-jock. Spare me your yokel wisdom.’

Storkel grunted. ‘Nope,’ he pushed out through clenched teeth, and pushed the button on his trigger wire.

A fraction of a second later, the det-cord around the black box in the avionics suite fired.

Storkel hit ship-wide voice comms. ‘Plan B,’ he said.

Zhao came up immediately. ‘Roger. Eight hundred kilometres.’

‘I have the helm,’ Storkel said. ‘Emergency deceleration.’

Elmi-Mahmoud said, ‘I have a lock.’

The universe slammed them all in the chest.

Badal-Mehra was saying something, but Storkel, who was now flying his ship with hard-wired controls, was too busy to listen.

They dropped back relative to the Vixen and then accelerated again as Storkel slipped into the enemy ship’s rear cone, about seven hundred kilometres out.

‘Firing,’ Zhao said.

The railgun fired, and then fired again. And again.

‘Probable hit, engine cone,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

‘They’re manoeuvring,’ Zhao said.

Indeed, the Vixen suddenly leapt forward and turned, both starboard and up, unmasking her batteries and her detection systems.

Storkel ran up his own engines and tried to get back in the rear cone of the Vixen.

‘Torpedo launch,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

Zhao said, ‘I need …’

Storkel pushed the engines to max, and aligned their nose with the missiles and the path of the Vixen – by eye and the seat of his pants.

Zhao held the CIWS turrets until the last second – the last literal second. The batteries fired – all six – for one second.

The storm of depleted uranium killed all four missiles less than a hundred kilometres out from the Silver Star, and several hundred projectiles streamed past to strike the Vixen as she continued her all-too-predictable turn.

Even through the electronic soup that was the stellar storm, optics and infrared showed hits and venting atmosphere from the Vixen. They were within five hundred kilometres. The aft turret on the enemy freighter had them now and began to fire, and the range was so close that the rounds seemed almost instantaneous.

The railgun fired, and fired.

The Vixen used cold thrusters to rotate on her axis, regardless of vector direction, and suddenly there were twenty holes in the Silver Star’s bridge as the whole of the Vixen’s broadside of close-in weapons caught them, raking down the length of the ship from bow to stern, crossing their ‘T’. Storkel felt the impact of the rounds, the vibration, the thump as the heavy metal tore through the metal of the bridge. He was too busy to note more, trying to fly through the crisis, and he rotated his own ship so that they were flying sideways to their direction of movement. Once again the nose lined up with the stern of the enemy ship, this time at a range of perhaps one hundred kilometres.

Zhao fired the railgun. One enemy turret tracked them and Storkel felt the impacts as if they were hitting his own body, so attuned was he to the ship.

Storkel’s tab, wired to act as an auxiliary bridge, showed damage all over the ship. The cold thrusters were sluggish and he had …

He had no engines. The fusion engines had taken themselves offline. That was very bad, because it meant that the integrity of the fusion bottle had been threatened. And all of the starboard-side CIWS turrets were dead.

Very bad.

He used the sluggish cold thrusters to get the bow back on to the target as they hurtled past; the range was widening rapidly, as they were on very divergent courses.

Zhao fired again. Storkel hadn’t even seen the second ripple of torpedoes; now he saw three of four destroyed almost as they launched, before their sprint motors came on.

The fourth got its fires lit. It was perhaps seven hundred kilometres behind them, and accelerating through ten g.

He had no engines. He hit the cold manoeuvring thrusters, trying to slew the ship to unmask the port-side CIWS turrets.

The torpedo streaked after them like a wolf at a wounded fawn.

Storkel heard the port-side turrets firing and saw that they were down to their last rounds: 1,123 … 904 … 206 …

The turrets hummed and clicked. The magazines were dry.

‘Got it,’ Zhao said.

She slumped.

Storkel hit the latch on his acceleration couch and only then realised that something was wrong – it wasn’t just the ship.

It was him.

The couch had taken two hits. One had gone through the space where a second person might lie in an emergency. The other had severed his left leg. The couch was leaking gel and nanofluid and something else, and his leg was still there, separated by a 30mm hole that had amputated the leg about two centimetres below the knee. Storkel saw all this in a dispassionate fog of mingled shock and drugs, because his suit had closed around the wound and pumped him full of something.

The drugs filled him with nausea, or maybe that was the shock. His vision tunnelled.

‘Need to get engines online,’ he said thickly.

‘You need to be in medbay,’ Dorcas said.

‘Engines first,’ Storkel said. ‘I’m fine.’

‘Gan, Thor, you are not fine.’ Zhao was bending over him. He’d lost a moment.

‘Engines!’ he spat. ‘Now!’

Then, rallying himself, he said, ‘That’s an order. I’m not in immediate peril unless Vixen nails us again. Main fuel line first, then hydraulics. Check the tanks—’

‘I’m already in the airlock,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘Got the repair kit.’

Storkel felt a sudden awakening, as if his universe had just got colour in it, or the sun had just risen. In fact, he suspected his suit had just hit him with a cocktail of amphetamines or synthetic cocaine.

He didn’t care.

‘Cawo, look at tank two. Dorcas—’

‘Main fuel line. I’m already on my way.’ Dorcas sounded confident. Storkel left him to it.

‘I can run the bridge,’ Storkel said to Zhao. ‘Seriously, there’s hardly anything that works.’

Zhao shook her head. ‘You’re …’

‘I’m not dying.’

She looked at him for a moment, and then blew him a kiss. ‘Hydraulics,’ she said, and left his field of vision.

He settled back into the wreck of his command couch. His suit had air and was doing well enough – the couch was draining its gel into the ‘air’ that was venting out through the many holes in the ship’s skin. He watched the gel going in all directions in little drooling spirals of matt black, fascinating shapes that whirled away, existing for less than a second before they went out into the infinity of space.

‘Yeah, whatever,’ he said, and used his tab to slave the sensor suite to his command.

The fluid tank that was the basis of the neutrino detector was port-side, aft, and hadn’t taken a single hit. With it, and a forensic track, he located the Vixen about three thousand kilometres away.

‘Cawo,’ he said.

‘Roger. Go ahead.’

‘Cawo, are you wearing a radiation detector?’

‘Beard of the Prophet, Thor, do you think I’m a fucking idiot?’ Elmi-Mahmoud sounded like herself. ‘Yes, I’m wearing a radiation detector in this radiation storm.’

‘How’s it going?’

‘Leak was easy to find. Number two tank was hit six times. I’ve got three fixed.’

Storkel was coming back to himself. ‘I’m shunting number two’s hydrogen to number four tank.’

‘No wonder it’s getting easier,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

Storkel went back to looking at the Vixen. Even through the radioactive mist, he could see that she was still venting gas and … yes. Tumbling.

But not dead. If she had one more ripple of torpedoes …

And he got a set of radio transmissions. Weak, but constant. Helmet radios. People out on the hull, making desperate repairs.

I killed Quantrill. I did.

A new ghost.

He pushed the thought away. Put it in a box. Concentrated on the ship, the repairs …

In his youth, Storkel had read all he could about the Age of Sail. The ocean fascinated him; the people who rode the waves fascinated him, even when they fought each other. He remembered reading about frigate actions in the Age of Chaos, when two ships would pound each other so thoroughly that both ships had to retreat to try and set up new masts, tie off loose ropes, put patches over holes in the sides. It had sounded romantic, desperate, glorious.

Now, with his ship virtually dead in space and his friends at risk on repair parties, it just seemed … terrible.

One more torpedo would finish them.

‘Dorcas, what do you think of trying the cargo sled?’

Dorcas toggled his mic. ‘By my observation, they still have one working turret.’

‘Concur,’ Zhao said. ‘If we can get the cold thrusters online to rotate the ship, I can use the railgun.’

‘Not until we have fusion power to warm the rails,’ Storkel said. ‘Right now we’re venting atmosphere and heat. Fusion power is the first priority.’

Dorcas clicked his mic. ‘I concur,’ he said.

‘If we could get battery power to the railgun—’ Zhao began.

Storkel cut her off. ‘Sorry, Feyyan. But the railgun rounds aren’t going to finish Vixen. You’ve already hit her one hundred and eleven times – maybe more. She’s a big freighter. We need heat, light and air. Then we’ll worry about hitting them again.’

‘Aye, aye,’ Zhao said. ‘I have the 34C hydraulics feed at green and I’m moving aft.’ She grunted. ‘The side corridors are full of goo.’

Storkel was looking through his loading manifests – the first ones. His brain was sharp – the drugs worked.

Sure enough, he had four thousand rounds of 30mm depleted uranium rounds for the CIWS turrets in cargo hold four.

‘Feyyan? Can you divert to hold four and use your tab to locate …’ He sent her a digital tag. ‘If you can get that into the central hopper, we at least have a chance if they get another torp off.’

‘I see it,’ she said. ‘Yes … it’s full.’

For the next anxiety-filled minutes, Elmi-Mahmoud slapped patches on the fuel tanks while Dorcas installed a whole new fuel line on D2, the engine in best condition. FD1 had its whole fuel-flow assembly mangled; it would have to be replaced in total, and that meant manufacturing or buying a new one. FD3 had damage to its drive cone that required special fabrication technologies. FD4 was repairable, but had more damage than FD2.

Storkel was watching Zhao move the CIWS rounds. When she poured them into the hopper by main strength, the ship gave a minute vibration. Storkel immediately used battery power to push rounds from the hopper into the port-side turrets. The lights dimmed.

‘OK,’ Storkel said. ‘Nice. We’re back in this.’ The Vixen was now nine thousand kilometres away, and more of an ellipse than a reality, her weak signals lost in the stellar storm. ‘Feyyan … I’ve changed my mind. I’d like you to see if you can restore the cold thrusters. I’ve still got power in—’

‘I can read the tab too,’ she spat. ‘I see the dead ones – all starboard side. On my way.’

The next hour passed too quickly. Storkel began to feel pain – ghost pain from his missing leg, and real pain in his right knee and thigh. It began as a tiny irritation and grew gradually, pushing through the drugs until he had trouble concentrating.

Later, he realised he’d blacked out.

He came to, thinking of Quantrill.

The ship was steady, continuing on the last course he’d set. As they were not under power, the ship was at zero g – ‘on the float’ in spacer parlance. Storkel thought about it, put his tab into his EVA suit pocket, and pushed off from the wreck of the command couch.

The bridge was full of the detritus of battle now that all the atmosphere had vented – hard vacuum in which dust, splinters, nano-goo, various gels, and droplets of hydraulic fluid and bits of his leg floated.

He went, hand over hand, to the central passageway. In zer0 g it was no longer down. He pulled himself along the corridor, headed aft.

‘I’m headed for medbay,’ Storkel said. ‘Drugs are wearing off.’

‘First smart thing I’ve heard from you today,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

Storkel said, ‘You’re pushing up against the red line on your radiation.’ He could see her suit condition on his EVA helmet’s heads-up display. They were all rigged that way.

Elmi-Mahmoud said, ‘I had an idea. I’m almost done.’ Then she said, ‘You’re a fine one to talk. You blacked out!’

Storkel had made it to medbay. He was fairly proud of himself, because the pain was intense.

Medbay had pressure and atmosphere. It was designed that way – to be the safest place on the ship, with a set of two airtight hatches that gave it an effective emergency airlock. He cycled in.

‘Cawo, come in. Right now. Let Zhao or Dorcas finish your good idea.’ He spoke in a wheedling tone of voice.

Zhao said, ‘Cawo, I’m on my way. Dorcas says you’re swapping the number one drive cone for number three, is that right?’

Storkel wondered how much he’d missed. Swapping drive cones was a brilliant idea.

The clamshell was built to deal with a patient who had to use the device solo. He lay down on the table and the medbay began its emergency stabilisation procedures.

‘I’m going to be out for …’ he began, and the autodoc put him out.

Nbaro came to from her insertion dreams to find herself in a miasma of radiation. Her first thought was that she was in Ultra–Medulla and the Hin had some sort of multi-spectrum jammer, and then she was back in her own head and she was in Epsilon Eridani, and she was her ship. She stretched her augmented senses and found …

Nothing. A constant rain of heavy particles that seemed to cross every spectrum except visible light, and even there, when they hit magnetic fields, they lit up.

Still, the visible spectrum and the not quite visible infrared looked like the best candidates. She put her sub-AI on analysis of the infrared data and she herself looked. She had some superb optics, and she started her search in the immediate vicinity. Her engines were off, and her heat sink was nearly empty from insertion, and her ship had been built for stealth. She was invisible, or as invisible as human technology and radiation storms could make her.

‘Gluck,’ spat Qaqqaq.

‘Coffee,’ Locran said. ‘In my hand. Just turn your head, ma’am.’

Nbaro, deep in her neural lace, was the main optics.

‘Ma’am? Skipper? Commander Nbaro?’ Locran said.

She surfaced.

‘Coffee,’ he said.

‘Almighty,’ she said. She’d been down around base operating code, looking at digital images at the digital level for anomalies. Too damn far down.

‘Nasty out there,’ Locran said.

‘I can’t see a thing,’ Nbaro said. ‘I can follow the main vector of the stellar wind to guess the location of the star, and that’s about it.’

Locran slurped coffee.

‘There are two ships somewhere in this system, and we have to find them,’ she said.

Qaqqaq shook her head. ‘We will, honey.’

But four hours later they hadn’t found anything.

‘Damn it, there’s supposed to be a research station here,’ Nbaro snarled.

‘They don’t radiate, though,’ Locran said. ‘I can really see why DHC put our pet aliens here. Needle, haystack.’

‘If we had a neutrino detector …’ Nbaro said.

Qaqqaq snorted. ‘If we had a neutrino detector, it would take up half the ship and we wouldn’t have any life support.’

‘Damn it, I feel like an idiot,’ Nbaro said. ‘Morosini gave me a trick. Look for this.’

She showed Locran a frequency. Locran accepted it without question.

Nbaro said, ‘I could have brought a ship with a better EW suite – a destroyer—’

‘We wouldn’t have been here for days and days,’ Qaqqaq said. ‘Shut up and let me reprogram the EW system. What’s this frequency we’re looking for?’ She paused. ‘That’s a very low frequency.’

‘I don’t pretend to understand the tech. Have a look.’

Locran and Qaqqaq put their heads together. She had to store the cockpit’s atmosphere so that Qaqqaq could go out on the hull and alter an antenna.

‘Short of using spit in space, that’s about the crudest thing I’ve ever wired on a spacecraft,’ she complained.

‘Sorry,’ Locran said an hour later. ‘Nothing.’

‘Damn it,’ Nbaro said.

Qaqqaq frowned. ‘OK, I have a terrible idea.’

‘My favourite kind,’ Nbaro said.

‘I knew we were going to dive straight into the sun,’ Locran said.

‘What?’ Nbaro asked.

‘Old literary joke. Never mind.’

Qaqqaq grinned at Locran. ‘I get it. I’ll just call you Potter. Listen. I’ll run an antenna all the way out along the tail, we’ll have a huge receiver.’ She looked at Nbaro. ‘What is this VLF transmitter?’

Nbaro smiled. ‘That is a fucking fantastic idea. I assume you think it’s terrible because someone has to EVA all the way along the deployed tail?’

‘Something like that.’

‘Let’s do it,’ Nbaro said.

It took the three of them, working in shifts, almost six hours to deploy the tail and then work their way out along it, stringing every scrap of copper wire that Qaqqaq could produce or salvage from the hold of their very small ship. They didn’t have as much wire as they had tail, as they discovered fairly late in the whole project. Qaqqaq cursed in Inuit and Cree and used her jetpack to go all the way back to the ship, where she did something Nbaro couldn’t see.

Nbaro couldn’t string the wire alone, so she spent the next five minutes conserving her oxygen, and watching the universe. It was magnificent, and the incredible tangle of magnetic fields trailing behind Aesir, the gas giant, was lit by the stellar storm to look like dozens of dragons fighting in red and lurid green.

‘Easy to catch a radiation dose out here,’ she said. ‘I’m getting toasty.’

‘Locran,’ Qaqqaq said, ‘try that.’ Then she sent, Marca, come on in. We don’t have any more wire and I just made it redundant anyway. I think too much high g rots my brain.

Marca, with one eye on her radiation alarm, flew her EVA harness back along the tail. The Pericles was very impressive from half a kilometre, and Nbaro’s heart swelled with pride, and she shook her head.

I’m a member of the Grand Senate. I’m almost guaranteed to be on the Council of Seventeen in the next election. And my whole body is suffused with joy at the sight of my very small command. I don’t think that I was meant to be a politician.

I may be an idiot. But it is funny that I now know that the original Pericles thought a person who didn’t participate in the affairs of his city was an idiot. Was this ship named by Morosini just to remind me of my duty?

AIs are terrifying. But then, so are nukes and flintlock pistols.

She came in the airlock and Locran flooded the cabin with atmosphere from the storage bottles, and they all unsealed their helmets and groaned with relief.

‘Anything?’

‘I bet Mr Dorcas would love these readings on the various entangled magnetic fields,’ Locran said.

But then, while Nbaro was inhaling a bulb of curried rice, Locran looked up, then tipped his VR set back on his head. ‘I have a signal. Huge ellipse, but hells, it’s a signal.’

‘Put it on the nav and I’ll start plotting a course,’ Nbaro said.

‘No, it’s your downtime,’ Qaqqaq said. ‘And even without a neural lace, I can plot a simple course.’

Nbaro was deeply asleep in her acceleration couch when Locran woke her.

‘I’ve got a fusion drive,’ he said.

‘Damn!’ she spat.

‘Not going anywhere fast, Skipper. Here’s some coffee.’

Qaqqaq already had the ship pointed in the right direction. ‘Are we lighting the fires?’

Nbaro looked at Locran’s data while she sipped coffee in zero g – hot, sweet, dark, and delicious.

‘Mr Locran, you make the best coffee in the fleet,’ she said.

‘Yes, ma’am, I do,’ he said. ‘And that’s why you bring me on all the fun, ninety-hours-at-heavy-acceleration missions.’

She grinned, looked at the fuzzy trail of a fusion drive, and dropped down into her ship. She reviewed Qaqqaq’s course and nodded, and in less than half a second she’d modified it for the new optical target’s apparent vector.

‘Button up,’ she said. ‘Here we go.’

‘Finish your nice coffee first, ma’am,’ Locran said.

The fusion drive was not so very far away – several million kilometres. And it was very close to the expected path of any ship headed inbound to refuel. She had to be cautious. It could be the Silver Star. It could be the mysterious Vixen. It could be some other lost ship, or something worse.

She lined the ship up with an expected intercept and fired her main engines at 6 g for as long as they could stand it – in this case, about nine hours. Then she shut them off and they were back to being on the float, but on a vector to intercept. The other ship’s drive had gone off after only an hour, but then come back on.

They fell through the stellar wind for hours, and then Locran said, ‘I have a second fusion drive.’

‘Show me,’ Nbaro said.

She looked at the pinpoint of bright light, like a new star in the heavens.

‘The first one is cleaner but weaker,’ Locran said. ‘If I had to wager, I’d say the new ship is using three or four engines with damaged drive cones, and the first ship is using one engine with a clean drive cone.’

Qaqqaq nodded. ‘Same here,’ she said. ‘Look at the fluctuations on the new ship – that’s some dangerous seal shit there.’

‘Dangerous?’ Nbaro asked.

Qaqqaq shrugged. ‘No engineer likes to see an unstable fusion drive, honey.’

‘Stand by for acceleration,’ Nbaro said.

Locran and Qaqqaq groaned.

‘But where did the very low frequency signal come from?’ Qaqqaq asked.

‘Morosini said to look for it in an emergency,’ Nbaro said.

‘Spook stuff,’ Locran said.

Storkel awoke to darkness. He had trouble reconstructing the last hours – he thought he was in his quarters, and then perhaps in Zhao’s, and then he decided he was in the bridge acceleration couch, and only after realising that his skin was damp did he realise that he was in medbay, naked, in the clamshell, and then the whole sequence of events cascaded into his memory.

He’d plugged his tab into the clamshell, so he could access the bridge and its functions. And communicate.

Elmi-Mahmoud was asleep, as was Zhao. Dorcas was in his quarters – of course, Dorcas could run the bridge from his neural lace.

Horatio, he sent on his tab.

Ah! Thor. You are conscious. How’s the pain?

No pain at all, Storkel sent.

Just what the clamshell is for, Dorcas sent back.

‘What’s happening?’ Storkel asked. He could see various status bars – FD2 was firing smoothly, for example.

‘We’ve lost Vixen altogether,’ Dorcas said in his ear. Trust Dorcas to be able to override the clamshell’s interfaces. ‘Just subvocalise and we can chat.’

‘Hmm … Ggrrrr. Warg. Er … there!’ Storkel gurgled his way through subvocalisation and got saline goo in his mouth. A red light glowed on his clamshell feed and then went off.

‘Don’t open your mouth, there’s a good chap,’ Dorcas said. ‘Vixen is apparently more afraid of us than we are of them – they rigged their engines and lit them off. They got about an hour’s burn, I have the vector. Then their engines went offline. Relit about an hour ago. Now off again. As long as they don’t burn, we’re mostly guessing their exact location.’ After a pause, Dorcas went on. ‘Newtonian physics is pretty relentless, though.’

Storkel could see the Vixen’s burn on his tab’s replay of the neutrino detector.

Dorcas said, ‘Zhao and I went over the data before she went to sleep – I think they’re desperately low on fuel. We probably shot multiple big holes in their fuel tanks, so they’re setting up a burn to get into Aesir’s orbit. A late burn, to hide from us as long as possible.’

‘And?’ Storkel asked. ‘What are we doing?’

Dorcas chuckled. ‘I took the liberty of deciding to go back to your plan ‘A,’ he said. ‘We’re following them. I’m fairly certain that we’re in their rear cone and hard to see, whether they’re burning or not. We’re on one engine, but with a little tinkering, Cawo expects to have number four up and running as well. We have minimal but acceptable manoeuvring thrusters.’

‘Cawo is tinkering?’ Storkel asked.

‘Yes.’

‘And you’re watching her radiation exposure?’ Storkel found that he could still manage to use his Truekner tone, even through a subvocalisation.

Dorcas was silent a beat too long. ‘She’s taking a risk. We all are.’

‘You and Zhao think we can close for the kill,’ Storkel said.

‘Yes,’ Dorcas said, without inflection.

‘And if they have four more torpedoes?’ Storkel said.

‘Then we have a problem,’ Dorcas said. ‘But if they had four more torpedoes, I don’t think they’d have turned and run for Aesir.’

Storkel wasn’t so sure. ‘Badal-Mehra cut and run at Aleph,’ he said. ‘When he could have tried to take the bridge while we were focused on Zhao.’

‘What are you saying?’ Dorcas asked.

‘I’m saying that he’s cautious. Like us, he’s playing for very high stakes.’ Storkel tried to think it all through, but then had to admit that he was full of drugs and not at his best. ‘Well,’ he subvocalised, after a pause, ‘you’re at the helm and I’m in a clamshell. Do what you have to do.’

‘We will,’ Dorcas said.

Storkel had never heard Dorcas sound so grim. Even in the clamshell, it made him feel as if someone had walked on his grave.

They finished a long burn and Nbaro gave them some time on the float, because they needed a rest, and because most of their sensors worked better at zero g than during acceleration. Locran was first up and out of his EVA suit. He’d slipped out as soon as they went on the float, dropped down into the tiny lower chamber to shower in a bag, and reappeared. ‘I’m a new man,’ he said.

Qaqqaq shook her head. ‘Somehow you being clean makes me smell worse,’ she said, and headed back for her own shower sack.

Locran was floating above his acceleration couch with a VR headset on, muttering subvocals to his system. Nbaro was considering heading for a bath – she definitely smelled herself – when Locran grunted.

‘Got it,’ he said. ‘The nearer ship is confirmed Silver Star.’

Nbaro could look at what he saw in VR, which was a little intrusive, but this was big news.

What she saw was a perfect match on drive parameters.

‘They’re burning just two engines,’ Locran said. ‘I think they’ve been in a fight. But everything matches like a fingerprint.’

‘So the other ship is Vixen.’ Nbaro smiled grimly.

‘Got to think so.’ Locran glanced aft. ‘Listen, ma’am. I might not know all that much about Qaqqaq’s engineering miracles, but I know something about the Special Services penetrations and the computer sabotage.’

‘Computer sabotage?’ she asked.

Locran shrugged. ‘Right, there’s a lot to know. OK, quick story … I think we’d better capture Vixen, not kill her. If we think she’s got anything to do with this—’

‘They’re peons paid to do the heavy lifting,’ Nbaro said dismissively. Her conscience bothered her, though. She’d been hurt by Qaqqaq’s moral certainty that she was behaving badly, and she didn’t like the way she’d been thinking. ‘But I’m not against a capture. I just didn’t bring a bunch of Marines.’

She had a few minutes to think while she worked out some new flight parameters. ‘I wonder if their fake Badal-Mehra is aboard,’ she asked the universe. ‘We might actually learn something from that one.’

Locran’s face was strained in the red light of the bridge. He looked older, and the red light made him look as if he was underlit by fire. ‘My thinking, ma’am.’

‘Stop ma’aming me. You’ve known me since I was a midder.’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ he said, deadpan.

‘What’s the crew of Vixen,’ she asked.

‘Aleph manifest says eleven,’ Locran said. ‘Five for me and five for you and one for Ms Qaqqaq.’

‘Hey, I heard that,’ the engineer said.

‘Let’s keep that option open. First I’m going to close on the Silver Star,’ she said. ‘They’ll be able to fill us in on what the hell’s happening.’

And tell me whether my husband is still alive.

When Storkel next returned to consciousness, he was on the medbay’s operating table.

‘Hello,’ Dorcas said.

Storkel felt great. It took a moment to realise that he was feeling great through a haze of heavy drugs. ‘Wow,’ he muttered. He couldn’t get his eyes to focus.

Dorcas was replaced in his field of vision by a misty vision of Zhao. She bent down and kissed him. ‘Hello,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry to say that we need the clamshell for Cawo.’

‘Whuh?’ he asked.

Elmi-Mahmoud’s voice was clear. ‘I went back out on the hull.’

‘Stellar flare,’ Dorcas said. ‘She’s got to have a scrub immediately,’ he continued.

‘I’m so sorry – I’m a fool,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

‘Yes, you are,’ Zhao snapped, but her voice was full of concern, and she leaned back into his field of vision. ‘Can you hear me?’

‘Yes,’ he said, and smiled. She’s so beautiful – why does she have a black eye?

‘I’m going to knock you out so we can operate,’ she said. ‘We’ve lost the Vixen in the stellar storm. There was a big flare.’

‘K,’ he said.

‘We’re going to fit you with a regrowth package so you are mobile outside the clamshell. OK?’ she asked.

‘K,’ he said. He just wanted to look into her eyes.

The hypo hissed and he fell into them.

It seemed like only moments and he was out. Now there was pain, and a fragile edginess as if he’d been burned, or perhaps swarmed by biting insects after a night with no sleep – it was a strange, difficult feeling.

Drug withdrawal.

‘How’s it going?’ Zhao said.

‘Mrrm,’ Storkel said.

‘We’re in your stateroom,’ she said.

In fact, she was sitting on the edge of his acceleration couch. Maurice was lying straight, like a long, furry torpedo, between his legs. He seemed to have two legs again.

‘We’re accelerating at one g,’ she said, ‘Give or take. We’ll hit turnover in about an hour and start decelerating for Aesir orbit.’

He nodded. He was definitely awake, and he knew what she was talking about. He reached down to pat Maurice and saw the mess that was his lower right leg, and his stomach twisted. ‘You’re still chasing Vixen,’ he said.

She nodded. ‘They still know too much,’ she said. She didn’t meet his eyes, and she covered for that by patting the cat and touching his hand.

‘Same could be said of you and me,’ he said.

‘Ouch,’ she agreed. ‘But yes, that thought has occurred to me.’ She raised her eyes to his. ‘It has occurred to me that the very best outcome for the DHC would be if we all went down together.’

He thought about that and let it go. ‘What’s Vixen doing?’

‘Her drive is facing away from us as she decelerates for orbit,’ she said. ‘But we get glimpses from time to time, and of course their fusion shows as neutrino emissions against the background of Aesir.’ She shrugged. ‘As they drop into orbit, we’ll have a close pass. Dorcas plans to execute it with engines off – we’ll be hard to see …’

Storkel nodded his appreciation. ‘Unless they’ve already seen us. Or there’s a beacon aboard they can trace, left by Badal-Mehra. Or another fifty scenarios my paranoia can invent.’ He smiled at her. ‘Want to hear something funny?’

She smiled. ‘Anything funny.’

He nodded. ‘I haven’t dreamed of my dead once since I got hit.’

‘Pain expiates guilt,’ Zhao said. ‘Not really funny. But nice.’

‘But I keep thinking of Quantrill. It was … innocent.’

‘Pardon me?’ Zhao looked offended.

Storkel lay back. ‘Fed false info all along.’

Zhao shook her head. ‘It was going to hand us over to the enemy.’

Storkel decided to leave the argument for another day. His head was clearing. ‘So Dorcas plans to avoid orbit and do a close fly-by, no engines.’ He paused. ‘Right. He can do it with his neural lace. What does he think of the odds of success?’

She smiled with a bleak simplicity that implied no joy at all. ‘Fairly low. You were right before: Vixen’s a big ship. Railgun rounds aren’t that big. I’ll have to get lucky.’

He nodded. ‘There’s six rounds of HE,’ he said.

‘I saw them,’ she said.

‘What’s “fairly low” mean?’ he asked.

‘About a twenty per cent chance of a straight win. Mostly, we both go down.’

Storkel frowned. ‘Right. Orbital fight, engine failure, down we go. Like sailing ships.’

‘Sailing ships?’ she asked. ‘Never mind.’ She leaned over. ‘I wish—’

‘Keep wishing,’ Storkel said. ‘We’re not done yet.’

‘I tried to sell Dorcas a different idea. Will you listen to me?’

‘Of course. Shoot!’

‘I think we can just let them make their orbit.’ She showed him some maths.

‘Right. They’re on the edge of being out of fuel anyway.’ Storkel smiled up at her.

‘Are you sure?’ she asked.

‘I’m ready to bet my life on it,’ he said.

‘I came to put you under—’

‘Fuck that. Pardon me, Feyyan, but if this is it, I want to be awake.’

She turned her head away a moment and then back. ‘Yes,’ she agreed.

‘Help me up to the bridge,’ he said.

‘That sounds like a terrible idea.’

‘I’m not going to take command, Feyyan. But I might as well be there. And maybe we can convince Dorcas together.’ He enjoyed putting his hand around her waist.

‘Looks like they don’t have a laser comms dish online,’ Qaqqaq said.

Nbaro shook her head. ‘So they don’t know we’re here.’

Qaqqaq shook her head. ‘Short of using the radio, I can’t see how we can communicate.’

‘Is there any way to tight-beam a radio signal?’ Nbaro asked.

‘If you have an engineer, there’s always a way,’ Qaqqaq said. ‘We’ll have to get closer. Much closer.’

Nbaro watched the two ships ahead of her. The heavy stellar flare had cost them hours of visibility, and they’d lost any sign of the two ships. Now it was dissipating, and the bulk of the gas giant was blocking some of the radiation, although there was also a very complicated slipstream trailing the planet where its magnetosphere – the magnetic waves of the system – and gravity interacted in some amazing ways that, under other circumstances, would have fascinated her.

The ship now marked as the Silver Star was hours behind the Vixen and on a slightly different course. The Vixen appeared to be slowing towards a re-entry; Nbaro had them pegged as aiming for a refuelling pass, although to her mind the big freighter was going too fast. She needed more deceleration, and she was running out of time to put the brakes on.

The Silver Star was not quite following; she was now on a flight path to pass quite close to the Vixen but without making orbit – also too fast, but a safe route. She’d turn off into the path of the complex magnetic slipstream.

Nbaro turned it over in her neural lace, looking at it in four dimensions, rotating the flight paths, looking at the intersection. It took her only seconds to reach her conclusions once she had soldi information on course and speed.

‘Silver Star is going for a shooting pass,’ she said.

Locran nodded. ‘I’d expect nothing less from Mr Dorcas.’

Qaqqaq made a face. ‘I swear they told us at the Academy to avoid fighting in orbit.’

Locran nodded. ‘If I were teaching at the Academy, I’d tell people to avoid fighting in space,’ he said. ‘Dangerous enough out here without shooting.’

‘Truer words never spoken by “the boarding shotgun guy”, Nbaro said. She shook her head. ‘Button up, folks,’ she said. ‘I think we need to stop this.’

Qaqqaq glanced at her. ‘What do you have in mind?’ she asked.

‘Can you build me a tight-beam radio?’ Nbaro asked.

‘I’ll have to go out on the hull. And it won’t have much range.’

‘What can you give me …’ She checked her calculations on her lace. ‘In two hours and forty minutes?’

Qaqqaq didn’t answer. She was checking her helmet seals.

Three hours later they were boosting at 6 g again. The new couches made the misery bearable, but that was all; the super-soft gel felt like concrete at 6 g, and it was impossible, inside your couch, to move.

Nbaro had plotted a course to match with the Silver Star, which meant that she was not going to orbit Aesir or re-enter. She still didn’t like the Vixen’s approach velocity.

Because she had a neural lace but not a full AI to support her, she couldn’t just imagine a dozen orbital paths that might involve this velocity, but she had a guess anyway: they were so low on fuel that they were saving it all for a max burn at the edge of the atmosphere, and they feared the Silver Star so much that they didn’t want to give their position away.

Interesting. If they were going to max burn at the edge of the atmosphere, they would already have their bow orientated up, and thus all their weapons would bear on the Silver Star. The two ships would be head-to-head at the edge of the atmosphere.

She winced. All her courses were estimations, but they could be passing as close as fifty kilometres, which, in terms of space, was nearly a collision.

She thought about Dorcas, and how strongly he felt about his Starfish, and something turned over in her gut.

But Storkel wouldn’t agree to suicide just to nail the Vixen. She thought about that and wondered who was still alive on the Silver Star. In a normal system, there would have been evidence of a fight, but not in Epsilon Eridani. The stellar winds and the massive stellar flare had washed the system clean of any signs of conflict.

‘Button up, folks,’ she said. ‘We’ll be in our couches from now until the end.’

Qaqqaq grunted.

Locran said, ‘Roger.’

She triggered her tab and recorded, ‘Silver Star, this is Pericles, over. We are in-system and manoeuvring to support you. Expect rendezvous at these co-ordinates.’

‘Put that out on your tight-beam,’ she said. ‘Don’t expect a response – it would give away their position, and they probably can’t see us to transmit.’

Locran said, ‘Roger that, ma’am.’

She said ‘Ready?’ and after she checked their acceleration couches were locked, she hit the engines.

‘Is Maurice in his couch?’ Storkel asked. He was in the Comms couch. Dorcas was in Sensor, Zhao in Weapons. Elmi-Mahmoud was still in a clamshell, although her vital signs were strong.

‘I put him in myself,’ Zhao said.

Storkel was looking at the ship’s stats.

‘We look pretty good for a flying sieve,’ he said.

‘Ms Zhao and Ms Elmi-Mahmoud did stellar work,’ Dorcas said.

‘As did Horatio.’ Zhao sounded amused.

‘I mostly interfaced with the ship,’ Dorcas said.

Zhao said, ‘He’s incredible.’

Dorcas grunted. ‘Hardly, Feyyan. I merely used my neural lace to replace most of the support functions provided by the sub-AI that should have been installed. I had weeks to watch Quantrill at work. And I … I am responsible for failing to recognise that Quantrill was not converted.’

Storkel was tempted to deliver a lecture on hubris, but instead he forced a chuckle. ‘We all know pilots with neural laces are going to replace … well, everything. Soon.’

Dorcas said, ‘Yes.’

Somehow, the absolute nature of his agreement was chilling.

Storkel looked at the engines and fuel. ‘We have FD2 and FD4?’

‘Yes. Cawo repaired four with parts from three. Now we’re balanced, and much more manoeuvrable.’

Storkel nodded. He had his right leg elevated on the comms console.

‘Horatio, are you contemplating suicide?’ he asked.

There was a silence that went on too long. Finally, Dorcas said, ‘I think we’re at the point where we must destroy the Vixen by whatever means are necessary.’

‘I disagree,’ Storkel said. ‘And I remain captain.’

Dorcas sighed. ‘I’m not sure of the legality of my position or yours, Thor. And I think your views are clouded by your fondness for Ms Zhao.’

Storkel shrugged. ‘Horatio, my views, as you call them, are clouded by every experience I’ve ever had, including my distaste for killing and my love of adventure and my enjoyment of your ballet. I think you are arrogant in your belief that you are more rational than the rest of us. I think that you are romantic, and exceptional, and driven. I hope you will allow me to convince you that no one needs to die.’

Dorcas turned to him. They were only a metre apart. Dorcas frowned. ‘I must listen to you,’ he said.

Storkel said, ‘Vixen is desperately low on fuel. It will take them twenty to thirty hours to refuel, if they manage at all. Their ship is not atmosphere-capable; it will take them quite a while to get fuel in with a lighter or a cargo sled. Days.’

‘Then they can run in any direction,’ Dorcas said. ‘I know all this.’

‘I mean no offence, Horatio, but this is where sheer mathematical skill is outweighed by some atmospheric piloting experience. They will be below us in orbit. We will have every advantage. Every time they set up in a stable orbit, Feyyan can shoot them with the railgun on utterly predictable, if curved, trajectories.’ He looked at Zhao.

She said, ‘I’m sorry, Horatio, but I tried to tell you this and you shut me down.’

Dorcas winced.

‘They can try shooting up at us, but the gravity well will give us every advantage,’ Storkel said. ‘Let them make their burn to make orbit. If I am correct about their fuel, that will use most of what they have and leave them at our mercy. They have made a desperate gamble. I’ll wager they’re hoping we go for a close pass – it’s to their advantage.’

Dorcas grunted.

Zhao got up. ‘We want to capture that damned ship, Horatio. We want to interrogate the crew. If we let them make orbit, they’ll be helpless.’

Dorcas straightened up. ‘I understand your arguments.’ He shook his head. ‘I understood them from the first, Feyyan. And Thor, you are most persuasive, especially when you state so bluntly that no one has to die. I do not want to die.’ He took a deep breath. ‘But my way virtually guarantees that the secret remains secret. We all die, they all die. Your way is messy; we know so much, and if they are captured they will have to be prosecuted.’

Storkel shrugged. ‘I don’t think I need to die just so that the DHC doesn’t have to clean up this mess. Come on, Horatio. Ditch that Victorian gentleman’s romanticism. What would Marca want you to do?’

‘What if they have enough fuel to make an orbit and run for insertion?’ Dorcas asked.

‘Then there’s a general chase. They insert for Old Terra and we come in behind them and shout for help. I don’t see a win for them – unless we fuck up and get killed here, with no witnesses.’

Dorcas looked at him, and then smiled. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I disliked the whole notion of being dead. I felt I was doing my duty.’

‘You might have been affected by emotions,’ Zhao said. ‘As we all are.’

About forty minutes later, Dorcas rolled the ship end for end and fired a long, carefully calculated burn that widened the gap between the two ships. Minutes later, the Vixen fired all of her engines, a massive burn that must have hurt everyone aboard as she slowed to make orbit.

In three dimensions, the Vixen dropped into an orbit by slowing and allowing her current velocity to flow into a path determined by Aesir’s enormous gravity well.

The Silver Star, having turned and slowed, now shot past. The closest point of approach was almost a thousand kilometres – and the Vixen fired. She had three working turrets, and one remaining missile. She fired the turrets to force the Silver Star to turn on to a predictable orbital path, and she’d left the missile out ahead of the Silver Star, cold and apparently dead in their path.

That was a trick Storkel knew all too well. He refused to let Zhao fire their handful of remaining CIWS rounds at the closest point of approach. And when the hidden missile lit its engines, Zhao destroyed it with almost a thousand rounds left to spare. The railgun never fired.

The Silver Star swept past the orbiting ship, but as soon as they were over the horizon – or, more exactly, around the planet a few degrees – they slowed, taking a higher orbit and then a still higher as Dorcas raced to get back to a stable position above the Vixen. They had fuel, and so they had every advantage.

It was a long six hours in which no one left the bridge. Storkel, however sure he was about his guesses, knew that they were guesses. If they came around the gas giant to find the Vixen had boosted out of the atmosphere and gone for insertion …

That would be on him.

He looked at Zhao and thought, I’m OK with that.

Because everyone, so far, was alive.

Locran said, ‘They passed through CPA, Skipper.’ His voice showed the strain of hours under high g.

Nbaro didn’t need his report. She could read it all through the instruments, and the tension in her head was transmitted to her neck and shoulders, despite the gel.

But the two ships were drawing apart, and neither was venting atmosphere or sending out the random radar reflections which indicated fragments.

She saw the Silver Star manoeuvre to evade invisible incoming rounds, and then she saw the Vixen’s masked torpedo ignite, a pinpoint among pinpoints – and vanish. She couldn’t take much more.

And then they were flying off in different directions, the Vixen settling into a middle orbit and the Silver Star racing away over the horizon of the massive gas giant.

She laughed aloud, from the release of tension and her usual feeling of having been an idiot. Racing to save Dorcas, her small ship was now going far too fast to drop into any of the orbital paths.

But she had plenty of fuel and a handy gas giant. She flipped the Pericles end for end and began to burn off her velocity relative to the planet and the Vixen. The Silver Star disappeared around the curve of Aesir without ever having come close enough to be tight-beamed. And her slowing would take days – so the Pericles shot past on a path roughly tangential to the gravitational pull of the planet, turning her slightly.

With a neural lace, she could plot all this in microseconds. Assuming the Silver Star was going for a geosynchronous orbit, she could be back on station in a day – about the time the Vixen reappeared.

She could still imagine a dozen things that could go wrong. And she longed to hear that Dorcas was … well, alive.

Qaqqaq said, ‘I just read the burn. You plan another eighteen hours of five gees?’

Nbaro said, ‘Yes.’

Qaqqaq said, ‘I want a nice cushy posting after this.’

Locran sniggered, even under five g.

The deceleration into orbit was nasty, even after all the accelerations and decelerations of the last few weeks, and Storkel felt it in the stump of his right leg and the regrowth cartridge, which constantly felt as if it was ripping another few centimetres off his stump. The strain on his knee was intense, and the gel around him felt like corrosive concrete. He managed some poor-quality sleep and one nightmare about suffocation. No dead hands reached for him, though.

He was alive.

Zhao was alive.

Elmi-Mahmoud was alive.

Dorcas was alive.

Hell, even the bastards on the Vixen were still alive.

Quantrill was still dead. He felt that in his gut. Premeditated murder of a sentient.

The deceleration pressure let up as they made their orbit and gradually lightened into near zero g as Dorcas flew them into the orbital path he’d chosen. They were flying through the planet’s leading-edge magnetic field, and the views were spectacular.

Zhao spoke in his earbud. ‘About forty minutes and we’re clear of the magnetic fields. By my calculations, and if nothing else has changed, we’ll come over the horizon at Vixen.’

‘If they have a missile left, they can calculate our orbit—’

‘I am so very far ahead of you, dear Captain.’ She laughed. ‘I’m watching with everything we have, and when we clear the magnetic cloud, I’ll use the active radar. Nothing to be lost.’

‘Mines. They could just leave scrap—’

‘I’m looking!’ Zhao sounded hurt. ‘I’m a weapons officer, Thor.’

‘I’m paranoid, Feyyan! I have to worry.’

‘It’s kept us in the game so far,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. ‘Hi, dooples, you’re on the open channel.’

‘Are you out?’ Storkel tabbed.

‘Ha ha, I’m in a clamshell, doople. We’re still at two gees. You think I’m going to drag my irradiated carcass up to the bridge in two gees?’ Elmi-Mahmoud sounded very much her old self.

Storkel chuckled. ‘Anyone who can cook themselves in a stellar storm by staying out on the hull past their radiation alarm is capable of anything,’ he said.

‘You sound like my first drill sergeant,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

‘Tried to drill some sense into your head?’ Storkel said.

‘Something like that,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said.

About half an hour later, Zhao tabbed, ‘I’m seeing a very odd emission.’

‘Vixen?’ Dorcas asked. He was in his stateroom, and still piloting the ship. By Storkel’s reckoning, he’d been awake for almost five days.

Storkel tabbed Dorcas on a private channel. Horatio … I’m ready to take the helm. I can command from the comms chair. You are exhausted.

Dorcas took a minute to respond, and in the meantime, Zhao was on general. ‘It’s a VLF transmission from … well, from nowhere. I thought it might be from one of the moons, but it doesn’t seem to emanate from …’ She paused. ‘Anywhere.’

Storkel brought it up on his tab and then on his acceleration couch screen. ‘That’s weird. Who uses VLF in space?’

Elmi-Mahmoud spoke up. ‘It’s audio. Here, I’ll play it for you.’

Awwhooooooasssiiiiiilllllllllvvvvveeeeeeeerrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrsssssss tttttttttaaaaaaaaaaaarrrrrrrrrrrrrrrwahrrooooooiiiinntherriiingggg

Zhao said, ‘Sounds like whalesong.’

Dorcas said, ‘Wait. It does – it is audio. Speed it up.’

Elmi-Mahmoud was acting as comms officer from her clamshell. ‘Wait one. I’m not equipped … Whoa, yes I am. Here.’

Silver Star, this is Pericles, over.
We are in-system and manoeuvring to support you.
Expect rendezvous at these co-ordinates.

There was a period of stunned silence.

‘What’s Pericles?’ Elmi-Mahmoud asked.

Dorcas answered. ‘Marca Nbaro!’

Elmi-Mahmoud said, ‘Oh,’ and was silent for a while.

‘Not a powerful ship,’ Storkel said.

Dorcas said, ‘She’ll have a dozen high-speed torpedoes.’

The two men didn’t need to share eye contact to share a thought.

Dorcas said, ‘Can we respond?’

Elmi-Mahmoud coughed a little and said, ‘I think so.’ She sounded as if she was having trouble breathing.

‘We might as well deal with Vixen,’ Storkel said. ‘Mr Dorcas, would you care to hand over the con?’

‘Absolutely!’ Dorcas said.

Zhao said, ‘I have Vixen on active radar.’

Dorcas said, ‘I’m looking at … There. We don’t have to transmit VLF at all. They’ll have normal receivers. I’m using the message laser.’

‘I guess we’re all a little tired,’ Storkel said. ‘Give me a moment with the laser, Horatio.’

Storkel passed his request to Zhao, who put the laser on the Vixen.

Storkel popped his acceleration couch and sat up; Zhao was already sitting. He grinned at her, and tapped his mic. ‘Vixen, this is Silver Star, over. Surrender and stand by to be boarded.’ Storkel glanced at Zhao, and grinned. ‘Horatio, go ahead.’

Dorcas sighed audibly, and then said, ‘Pericles, this is Silver Star. Welcome to Epsilon Eridani!’

Aboard the Pericles, Nbaro felt her eyes fill with tears, which wasn’t particularly pleasant at 3.5 g.

She didn’t care at all.

It took Storkel two days, and the obvious addition of the Pericles, to convince the spacers of the Vixen that their only course to survival was to lock Badal-Mehra in his cabin, take the ship from him, and then surrender it.

By the time the Vixen surrendered to them, Storkel had been on the bridge, awake and in command for forty-eight hours.

By then, the Pericles had matched orbits and docked with the Silver Star so that they could form a boarding party large and dangerous enough to deal with any resistance. The situation was still extremely precarious, as it became clear that the Vixen was too badly damaged to refuel easily.

‘Well, come aboard,’ Nbaro said on ship-to-ship. Dorcas was enthusiastic.

And now they hung a few hundred metres above the Vixen, with the multi-hued magnificence of Aesir glowing below them with its own soft light: pinks and pale blues and one spot of malevolent red, all overlaid with the flickering beauty of the magnetic fields and the stellar winds as they interacted.

The Pericles docked with the precision of a master swordsman delivering a thrust: no hesitation, just one fluid deceleration into their lock.

‘Neural laces,’ Storkel said in mock disgust. But it was impressive.

He went floating down to the airlock to greet his former squadron-mate. She came in through the lock as soon as it showed green, and behind her was Qaqqaq, who Storkel remembered from the Athens, and Locran, whom Storkel had somehow never really met.

‘I debriefed you a couple of times, sir,’ Locran said.

Storkel laughed. ‘ “Sir”. No one here calls me “sir”. Call me Thor.’

Nbaro laughed. ‘I just thought of something funny,’ she said.

‘What’s that?’ Storkel asked.

The airlock was so small that Nbaro was blocked from coming aboard by Storkel, but she looked up at him with a broad smile. ‘We activated your reserve commission,’ she said.

‘Sure,’ he agreed, puzzled.

‘You’re senior to me, Thor. So this is your show.’

Storkel laughed. ‘Has anyone ever been senior to you, Midder?’ he asked.

He stepped back to let her pass, and she stepped over the knee-knocker and into Zhao. The two women hugged each other.

And then Nbaro looked past Zhao and froze. Storkel saw the change in her body language; Zhao felt her stiffen.

She made a noise in her throat.

She was looking at Elmi-Mahmoud.

Then her arms shot out, and she screamed, ‘Sarah!’

She wrapped the broader woman in a tight embrace and said ‘Sarah’ a dozen more times.

And Elmi-Mahmoud grinned. ‘Yeah. About that,’ she said.


Epilogue

Hakon Thornberg left the Senate chambers, his hand on his earbud so that he could follow the news he was receiving from his brother’s investment advisor. The impossible had happened: a human combine had provably produced xenoglas.

Svaro Uda Genji Industries.

‘Find out who owns them!’ Thornberg spat into his tab.

His tab came back in seconds. ‘SUGI is a registered multi-share corporation in New London, Sahel and Old Terra. The company was organised … yesterday.’ The artificial voice went on, ‘There are only six shareholders. There has been no public offering.’

‘List the shareholders,’ he barked. Other senators were looking at him, although a few were looking at their tabs. He moved away, headed for the outer airlock, where his personal vac-canal craft was waiting to take him home. He didn’t even see the baroque magnificence of the Doge’s palace and the Senate chambers around him. His focus was total.

‘The current shareholders are Patrician Erna Robinson, Patrician Elena Svaro Minamoto, Imperial Councillor Zhao Feyyan, Patrician Thea Drake, Patrician Marca Nbaro, and Patrician Horatio Dorcas.’

Thornberg’s nostrils flared. ‘How the …’ He struggled to gain control of his growing rage. It wasn’t possible. There had been no analyst anywhere who’d suggested that the xenoglas trade could be threatened by a domestic product.

A domestic product controlled by our enemies.

Thornberg had spent years working with his allies to control the xenoglas trade.

In a single press report, the value of his interstellar holdings was plummeting.

Thornberg stopped walking at the magnificent gold and steel doors to the main airlock of the Doge’s palace, which let directly onto the web of canals that were maintained in hard vacuum and gave access to space; they were a peculiar development of City Orbital, a reference to ancient Venice that made it especially easy for the richer citizens and patricians to have easy access to their trading ships. It also made the movement of cargo cheap and easy; in fact, the DHC covered the cost of most cargo movers within the orbital.

Thornberg glanced around; he was almost alone. ‘Get me King White.’

King White was a tab code for Smaro Nadi, the chairwoman of Thornberg Industries and also the patrician head of House Hamdan. Thornberg disliked the tab codes; he disdained the cant phrase “Gilded” to describe his family’s web of alliances, but he disliked their own internal name – the Whites – even more.

‘Good morning, Hakon!’ Nadi was jovial and corporate, as always.

‘Nothing good about it, Smaro. Are you watching the markets?’

‘How could I do anything else?’ Nadi shrugged on screen. ‘It’s a bad day for us. We’ve had bad days before.’

‘Damn it, Smaro, I just lost the naval appropriations fight in Grand Council! And I come out of the Senate chambers blackout to this!’

‘I don’t think this is a good time to be having this discussion,’ Nadi said. ‘Perhaps we could have lunch later in the week.’

‘You are kidding, right? We need to access the special funds—’

Nadi shook her head, once, and hung up.

Thornberg couldn’t have been more stunned if he’d been slapped. He stood staring at his tab as if the thing might turn into a snake or a bomb.

He looked up to find a short woman with heavy features and tattoos standing next to him.

‘This dock is only for senators,’ he snapped.

She smiled, and held up a badge in the shape of a lion. ‘Hakon Thornberg?’ she said.

She looked familiar, but he couldn’t place her. Probably one of his former charges. He’d been the Domini of the state-run Orphanage for more than a decade – the little beggars came and went. He knew the badge, though. The badge of the DHC’s Department of Special Services.

‘May I help you?’ he asked.

‘You are under arrest,’ she said.

‘I have immunity, as a senator,’ he began, and waved at the central kiosk for security. He also pressed a special alarm button on his tab.

‘I’m afraid not,’ she said. ‘No one is immune from prosecution for high treason.’

‘This is preposterous,’ he said.

Her smile didn’t change. He hated people with tattoos, and hers were particularly gruesome, disfiguring her otherwise attractive face.

She nodded at the airlock doors as they opened. ‘Please get in my barge,’ she said.

‘Absolutely not!’ he said. ‘I demand—’

She stepped up close. He was a head taller, and she didn’t seem to care. ‘Demand all you like,’ the woman said. ‘Get in the barge, or I’ll beat the shit out of you and then put you in the barge.’

‘She’d enjoy that,’ said another voice – a male. Thornberg’s head snapped around to see a tall man in the regulation DHC MASS uniform of a lieutenant commander.

Thornberg looked around, his motions almost uncontrolled. The upper airlock doors were closed. The security kiosk was empty.

‘Please, sir, just get in the barge.’ In fact, the inner airlock doors opened to reveal not the teak and polished mahogany of his personal taxi, but the grey-green tile of a military barge.

He kept keying the emergency button on his tab. Nothing happened.

The short woman grinned. ‘You don’t remember me, do you, Mr Thornberg?’

He frowned.

The man pushed his head down and then gently shoved him into the airlock of the small spacecraft.

‘He didn’t put up a struggle,’ Elmi-Mahmoud said. Nbaro still thought of her as Sarah, but they’d had almost a year to adapt to each other’s changed circumstances. And to develop the evidence provided to them by the crew of the Vixen, by its computers, by the interrogation of Badal-Mehra, and from the masses of data that her beloved Dorcas had downloaded from the destroyed AI, Quantrill, straight into his neural lace. A very busy year, in committees, in space, in dry docks and orbitals, in the labs of Epsilon Eridani and Palace, and in the oceans of Old Terra. A year of investigation, conciliation, alliance and diplomacy, technology, engineering, construction and destruction.

Thornberg was wearing a plain black jumpsuit and light shipboard boots, and sat at a table in a room panelled in black carbon-fibre. His face was tense.

Nbaro opened the hatch and went in.

‘You have no right to hold me …’ Thornberg began, and then said, ‘You!’

Nbaro smiled and sat. ‘I warned you, Hakon.’

‘What? This is preposterous. I will sue you—’

‘I warned you. I told you to do whatever you wanted and accept the consequences.’ She smiled.

‘You little whore!’

‘Oh, Hakon. Save the insults. I’m here to offer you a deal.’

He stiffened. ‘I want to see my lawyer.’

‘No. You will not be accorded any protections. You see, the AI cores have already found you guilty of high treason. And your own people have thrown you to the wolves. Off the record, of course.’ She pushed a stack of printouts across to him. ‘No one even twitched to save you.’

He glanced at the transcript of an official interview with Smaro Nadi, who referred, several times, to Hakon Thornberg as a ‘rogue element’.

‘These transcripts could be faked,’ he said with what dignity he could muster.

She smiled. She remembered learning to smile, and how the smiles had gradually become real, out in the Deep Black, where people relied on each other to survive. In the Fleet.

How could anyone, any government, give a whole culture, a society, that unity of purpose and altruistic discipline? How to do it without turning to fascism?

A problem for another day.

Today her smiles were different. She used them as weapons. Thornberg was finished, and she was too busy to really relish his destruction. He’d never been much more than a petty evil – someone who frightened children. No wonder his own faction had abandoned him instantly.

The goat. Fed to her in exchange for allowing them in to her xenoglas cabal.

‘The transcripts could be faked, but they weren’t.’ She smiled. ‘I bought Nadi, because I can control the xenoglas. You’re a small player. QED.’

‘The AI cores don’t have the power—’

She held a hand in front of his face. ‘Just shut up, Hakon. You’re done. I’m a busy woman, so I’m here to offer you a choice.’ She nodded. ‘You sign a full confession, which Special Services will keep on file to ensure your future good behaviour. Let me be clear – you will be a puppet. You will vote for every bill, every appropriation, everything we tell you to vote on. You will support my membership in the Grand Council and you will do the same for Elena Minamoto. And do anything else we ask of you.’

His face was frozen. ‘Damn you.’

Nbaro stood. ‘Please, Hakon. If you think of the way you treated me at the Orphanage, or the other boys and girls you had in your power – this is benign. No one is going to beat you and rape you for fun.’

He flushed. ‘You …’

She shook her head. ‘Let’s not make this personal,’ she said calmly. ‘Your other option is suicide.’

He choked. ‘Suicide?’

She smiled. ‘It really doesn’t matter if you pull the trigger or not,’ she said. ‘But if you have the courage to end yourself, I will certainly provide the means. Otherwise, one of my associates will help you.’

Now his olive skin was as pale as if he was already dead. She regarded him as the loathsome object he was, and she relished the moment.

Sometimes, revenge is sweet.

Then she moved on. She didn’t have the time or temperament to linger over the small fry. The aliens were coming.

Qaqqaq was leaning against the xenoglas panel that gave her a view of the whole shipyard: four fleet docks and a dozen semi-private contractors. They were in orbit around Skiddaw, the largest moon of New London’s gas giant. The new mega-yard dwarfed the older naval facilities at Tooler, and the orbital docks of New London Orbital, too.

Below her, encased in scaffolding, was a ship that extended out almost to the edge of perception. Shaped like a sword blade, she tapered from a near-perfect point at the bow to four massive engines in the stern.

‘Every time I look at her, I am in love all over again,’ Nbaro said.

Thea Drake, who had not seen the secret yards before, gave a low moan. ‘So, this is where the appropriations have been going,’ she said. ‘Good God. That’s a greatship!’

Qaqqaq nodded. ‘The first greatship humanity has built in three hundred years,’ she said with pride. ‘The first of seven new greatships – four of which will be built in Palace yards by our allies in PTX.’ She nodded. ‘Except that they’re lighter and faster and more efficient, and have much smaller crews and a great deal more cargo capacity. The old greatships were built as colony ships; this new generation are built for war.’ She shrugged. ‘But they will also be very capable cargo haulers.’

Thea Drake stood transfixed. Next to her, Horatio Dorcas stood in his breeches and boots and long silk coat. Behind Thea stood a smaller woman with strong features and a mountain of jet-black hair: Elena Minamoto.

‘It seems a pity,’ Minamoto said, ‘that we have to build warships when we have finally rid ourselves of the Gilded.’

Dorcas spoke without turning from the view out over the shipyard. ‘Without the threat of the aliens, we’d never have rallied the support to be rid of the Gilded.’

Minamoto nodded. ‘Touché, Dorcas.’ She shook her head. ‘Will it be enough?’

Nbaro thought of the latest reports: Hin refugees pouring into the Anti-spinward marches; New Texas all but overwhelmed; Pisani’s fleet engaged with a Hin fleet at New Shenzen. News was trickling in: the Hin refugees were fleeing some sort of civil war, but Pisani had had a fight with a mixed Starfish–Hin force in the unknown space beyond New Shenzen, and no one yet knew why he’d decided to go so far from DHC Space. Far Point reported a Starfish ship had entered the system and then inserted away. So did New India.

A mixed Starfish–Hin fleet to anti-spinward of New Shenzen.

Nbaro wished that her Nik’ri Put would return. Many of the Hin refugees had no human languages, and those that did tended to be very reticent about what was happening out to Anti-spinward. But it all added up to what Morosini had expected: a growing pressure from both races of aliens.

And Qaqqaq had brought evidence – very thin evidence – of another race entirely. Or another faction of the Starfish with different technology.

All her news was months out of date.

All that in a second of thought. ‘I don’t know, Elena,’ she said. ‘We’ve done everything we could since we got back.’ She felt the weight of the time. ‘We can’t slow down now.’

Minamoto nodded. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘we live in interesting times.’

Thor Storkel stood at the rails of the bridal suite of Mombasa Orbital’s Duchess Hotel, reputed to be the most luxurious in Human Space. The rails protected the guests from falling – or flying – through the massive cylinder of Mombasa Orbital, which had dozens of gravity areas as well as some spin gravity from the rotation of the cylinder. Storkel wasn’t even sure that he’d be injured if he jumped. More likely, he’d have to be ignominiously rescued by someone in a jetpack harness.

He had no inclination to jump. He stood leaning over the rail while Councillor Zhao Feyyan sat at the balcony table, drinking tea. Koinet Legishon stood with him, towering over him by a head and more.

At eye level to the hotel balconies and at the centre of the station’s cylinder was a massive xenoglas column filled with water and marine life – sharks, dolphins, a myriad of fish in a gradient of temperatures and pressures that allowed for a dozen environments in the fifteen-kilometre long column. And right opposite his balcony swam a massive twenty-metre fin whale. Storkel was eye to eye with the great mammal; two hours before, he’d been swimming with it.

‘How’s the ambassador?’ Storkel asked.

‘She’s doing very well. I think she’s been telling us she misses her pod. Dorcas is so busy he almost never answers my pleas for more whalesong research.’

‘I think Horatio is trying to save the galaxy,’ Zhao said. ‘I know I am.’

She smiled a secret smile at Storkel.

Storkel shook his head. ‘And her pod?’

‘Thriving, since the latest krill release. I think we have the salinity sorted and the whole sea is beginning to thrive.’ Mombasa Orbital’s richest ’gyne smiled. ‘It is a dream come true. I only wish Patrician Nbaro was here to share this moment.’

‘She is also busy saving the galaxy,’ Storkel said. He looked back at the magnificent whale. She seemed to be looking at him.

Does she understand that I’m outside her water environment? That’s she’s looking at the world of humans through xenoglas?

She probably understands more than we think.

‘Is she good for tourism?’ Storkel asked.

‘It was never about tourism,’ Legishon said. ‘You know that.

Earth’s biodiversity is too precious to be left on one planet. It’s incredibly rare.’ They paused. ‘Today is a day of celebration, yes? And I do not want to think dark thoughts. But we know that the war is coming – the Aliens’ War. And we think it is our duty to protect what we can and save what we can. They will come for us, don’t you think?’

‘The Starfish?’

Legishon smiled a sad smile. ‘Predators. Perhaps they will be Starfish, or Hin. Perhaps other humans. But whenever we create something that is bright and hopeful, someone comes and tries to take it. That is what we learn from our history in Africa. Yes?’

Zhao nodded. ‘Yes.’

‘So we will build defences – layered, modern defences. We are rich. And beneath our defences we will save what we can – people, whales, beetles. Art. Artifacts. The SUA is sponsoring a mission to bring artifacts from every culture on Old Terra to vaults in the Human Sphere – some, to storage on moons far from civilisation. To ensure that something is saved.’

Zhao shook her head. ‘That’s dark,’ she said. ‘I approve, but that is dark.’

Storkel shivered. He’d had these thoughts, but not in such detail.

Legishon drank off their wine. ‘I think about the Circles. It has become a passion – you know there is a rumour of a discovery out beyond New Texas? I think about them. Once the genocide started, did some run? Did they hide? Did they try to resist? Who was the last to die?’

Storkel felt as if the lights of the whole station had been turned down. The hairs prickled on the back of his neck.

Zhao said, ‘I think of that too. Believe me, Koinet, I watch fools on our Imperial War Council who behave as if everything is the same as it was yesterday – as if nothing will change, as if there are no Hin, and our greatest worry is whether the DHC is cheating us on the xenoglas trade.’

Storkel grunted. ‘The DHC’s Grand Senate is afflicted with the same limited vision.’

Legishon poured themselves a second glass of wine. ‘We live in fragile bubbles,’ they said. ‘Even our planets are fragile. Perhaps it is more than most people can accept, that everything we have ever been is under threat. Maybe …’ They sighed. ‘Maybe I am drinking a bit too much even for my long body, and maybe I am that evil creature who is sad on a day of public rejoicing.’

‘No,’ Storkel said. ‘No, I think you are giving voice to the private thoughts of every thinking citizen across the Human Sphere.’

There was a long silence. And it wasn’t companionable.

Storkel shook his head, as if clearing it. ‘Well, the whales seem to have agreed. So you’ll have a Terran ocean made from scratch.’

‘I could keep you employed for several lifetimes just hauling kelp,’ Legishon said, forcing cheer. ‘I can pay more than Ms Nbaro, too.’

‘I know you can,’ Storkel said. He smiled. ‘But it turns out I’m a patriotic officer of the DHC. Who knew?’

‘I did,’ Zhao said. ‘I always knew.’

Later, there was a ceremony to welcome the whales officially. Communication was still very difficult – Dorcas had complained that he understood the Starfish better than he understood the big whales – but concepts like good and bad seemed to come across, and the whales seemed content to take turns in the display column, as long as that duty was alternated with months free in Sahel’s great central ocean, carefully seeded with Terran ocean fauna and flora. Storkel and Zhao were each presented with medals from the grateful people of the SUA, and the freedom of Mombasa Orbital, which translated into several days and nights at the Duchess. In separate rooms.

Later, they ate dinner and made love. The first time was hasty and lust-filled; the second, slower and almost languorous.

‘Who knows?’ Zhao said, wrapping her robe around her to make them tea. ‘Perhaps my father will allow me to marry you. You are quite famous now.’

Storkel disdained a robe and lay in the ridiculous bed that had come with his room, contemplating her lithe form. ‘I have a better idea,’ he said. ‘We ignore your father and elope to the stars.’

She smiled over her shoulder. ‘I am, as you say in Anglatin, all ears.’

He nodded. ‘We sneak aboard Silver Star and head out for New India.’

‘That’s your assignment?’

He shrugged. ‘My assignment is need to know only. But you know perfectly well the Anti-spinward Fringe is going to shit. Xenology says the Hin are looking at civil war, but you know all this, right?’

She nodded agreement. ‘We have a theory,’ she said. She sat on the edge of the ridiculous bed with two cups of tea. He slurped his and she rolled her eyes. ‘We think they have a drug trade.’

His eyes widened. ‘What?’ he asked.

‘It’s always good to know something that Special Services doesn’t know,’ she said. ‘You know we have our own Hin contacts?’

‘New Hebei,’ he said.

‘Exactly. Perhaps we spend too much time spying on each other.’

‘I agree. You and I can handle intelligence exchange in person.’ He ran a hand down her back. She smiled.

‘Our contacts at New Hebei suggested that there were … consumables … that some Hin valued very highly and others declared illegal.’

‘Almighty,’ Storkel said. ‘Drugs.’

She sipped her tea. ‘If you were to suggest that we were going to investigate these drugs …’ she said.

‘Then you’d come?’

‘I’d have a plausibly deniable legend to offer my father, the Emperor, and my service,’ she said. ‘Who knows? I might gain some useful intelligence.’

‘After the Starfish coup, surely you are the most popular intelligence officer in the Empire.’ He was massaging her back now.

She laughed. ‘I’m so popular that I’m going to sit on the Alliance Council.’

He paused. ‘What, may I ask, is the …? No, let me guess. A joint governing council for the DHC and PTX?’

‘I think we’re going to start with a joint military strategy session, but as soon as we start talking money and raw materials, we’ll be the government,’ she said. ‘Or rather, our AIs will be the government.’

He lay back. ‘Our AIs,’ he said.

She put her head on his shoulder.

‘So come,’ he said.

She put her teacup down and turned to look at him. ‘The best I can manage is maybe.’

‘Damn,’ he said. He paused. ‘I’ll need a crew.’

‘Beyond Captain Maurice?’ she asked. She poked him. ‘I assume you have Cawo Elmi-Mahmoud?’

He sighed. ‘Alias Sarah Tenkin? Alias whoever she says she is this week?’ He nodded. ‘Yeah. I hope so.’

Later, when he lay with Zhao, her head on his arm, she said, ‘How are the dreams?’ and he smiled into the darkness.

‘They’re still there, sometimes,’ he said.

She turned over quickly and looked at him. ‘I thought we fixed that?’

He shrugged. ‘Some things don’t get fixed,’ he said. ‘Some things you just learn to live with.’ He smiled at her. ‘Which reminds me of something I need to do.’

‘Right now?’

‘Now is as good a time as any,’ he said.

They got dressed, and strolled out along the concourse, with the xenoglas dome and the stars above them, until they came to the rainbow bridge. Storkel took a velvet box out of his pocket and snapped it open, and inside was a plain steel button. He found an empty slot, and put it in.

Zhao looked at it, and then waved her tab at it. A holographic image appeared of the Silver Star. Under it, there was a biography of an AI called Quantrill.

Zhao nodded. They walked back through the shops, and had a drink at a bar, and then went up to her room.

After a while, Zhao took his hand. ‘I’ll try to come,’ she said. ‘I want to come with you.’

Storkel laughed. ‘We’ll need a cargo,’ he said. ‘Which may be hard, since we forfeited our insurance bond due to the loss of the blood dragon trees.’

Zhao barked her odd laugh. ‘Surely the mighty DHC can fix that for you?’ she asked.

‘Insurance companies,’ Storkel said. ‘Much more powerful than mere bureaucrats.’

She laughed again, and lay back against him.

That was enough. Storkel didn’t see any need to borrow trouble from the future. He reached out and held her tight, because beyond the xenoglas portal, the fierce stars burned in the endless void, and in the tiny haven of warmth, light and air, you had to snatch what happiness you could.

Tomorrow would come soon enough.
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