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Part One: Cold Comfort

 FNf Delta
Brigantia, 12.11.525 FSC.

The wall in front of Aneka was full of
stars. Technically it was the wall in front of the current flight
crew of the frigate she was on, the Delta Brigantia, but they were
now about half an hour from their destination and the captain had
wanted their advisor up on the bridge. Aneka considered that a wise
move.

They were flying into the Negral
system, something of an oddity as far as star systems were
concerned. There was one planet left, a gas giant on the outer
edge. All the other worlds there had been pulled apart; planetary
engineering on a grand scale done in order to do something even
more amazing. Negral’s brown dwarf star had been crushed until the
matter it was made of had collapsed into ‘strange matter,’ a soup
of quarks with incredible density. The residents of Negral lived on
a huge space station in orbit around the most powerful source of
energy ever created artificially. Or they had.

A little over a month earlier,
Aneka had watched a video message from Negral which had seemed to
show a Xinti battleship closing in on the station. The Xinti were
supposed to be dead, every last one of them. Since they had
kidnapped Aneka, scanned her brain, and turned her into a high-tech
ghost in a robot body, she was not exactly mourning for them, but
if they were back then the galaxy was in trouble. The Brigantia was
going to find out whether that was actually what had happened.

‘Lieutenant Baron,’ the captain
said, her gaze shifting briefly to the man sitting forward of her
and on the left. ‘Sensor systems on full passive scan.’

Baron’s hands shifted over the
controls on his console. In front of him, and on the sphere of
displays around the captain, images shifted and changed as the
ship’s sensors changed from navigation to tactical mode. ‘Full
tactical analysis active, Captain.’

Commander Marilyn Anderson, the
captain of the Delta Brigantia, shifted in her seat. It was not
exactly a seat, more a harness which held her upright and stable,
but still allowed her to turn in all directions to view her
all-round, panoramic space vista. In combat the idea was that the
ship’s captain could see everything around their vessel. Right now
the sphere was semi-transparent and Aneka could see her. ‘We’re
almost at the point where we meet up with the light that left
Negral when the attack happened. The sensors aren’t good enough to
get details at this range, but if there was a big enough battle
then we’ll see some evidence of it.’ She turned forward again,
watching the displays.

‘What are you expecting to see?’
Aneka asked.

‘Probably nothing much,’
Anderson replied. Aneka frowned as the ultrasonic whine from the
ship’s very powerful warp engine grew louder. ‘A few flashes of
light…’ The whine grew, threatening to make the captain inaudible.
‘…gamma emissions from that big cannon of theirs.’ She glanced back
again. ‘Frankly I doubt there’ll be much…’

The ship lurched violently and
Aneka was thrown forward against the captain’s sphere, catching
herself only because her reflexes were enhanced and her balance
system was artificial. The forward screen was a blaze of brilliant
light for a fraction of a second before it went entirely black and
the flight deck was plunged into darkness.

Yorkbridge Mid-town, New Earth.

Ella became aware of her surroundings
and the fact that she was awake. She was in her apartment, in her
bed, and Aneka was not there. The absence of her girlfriend had
been the first thing she had thought of every morning since Aneka
had left, and it was the last thing she thought of when she got
into bed at night. She was quite sure that many of the people who
knew her thought that she was just missing the sex, but she knew
different. If she wanted that, there were plenty of people willing
to supply it more recently than when Aneka had gone away. No, Ella
was missing Aneka, just her presence.

With a sigh she climbed out of
bed and padded towards the bedroom door. She needed a shower to
clear her head before she went into the university.

As the water washed over her,
she wondered whether Aneka missed her too.

FNf Delta Brigantia.

In the second or so before the
emergency lights cut in, Aneka wondered whether she was ever going
to see Ella again. Then the dull red light turned the darkness the
colour of blood and people started to move, and then she had other
things to think about.

‘Any injuries?’ The barked
question was a good sign as far as Aneka was concerned; Anderson
worried about her crew before she worried about her ship.

‘Bruises from my harness. That’s
about it.’ That was Prentice, A-Shift’s pilot.

‘Be glad you’re not male,’
Hughes said. He was the gunnery officer. ‘I’m glad I’m not speaking
in a falsetto.’

‘I’m fine,’ Baron added, ‘but
I’ve got absolutely nothing here. Sensors are all down. As far as I
can tell the computer’s offline.’

‘Did we drop out of warp?’
Anderson asked.

‘Yes,’ Aneka supplied. ‘I can’t
hear the engine.’ She frowned. ‘It got a lot louder just before…
whatever that was. Only time I’ve heard anything like it was when
we went into Sapphira, and that was from gravity turbulence.’

‘We can worry about why later,’
Anderson said, turning herself around. ‘Right now I need to know
what the state of my crew and my ship is.’ She hit the quick
release on her straps then pushed on the back of the, now entirely
transparent, Polyglass sphere. A section shifted a few centimetres
and then stiffened. ‘Damn thing…’ Aneka put her fingers into the
gap and pulled, cybernetic muscles and high-power motors making
short work of levering the hatch upward. ‘Thanks. You know first
aid, right?’

Aneka nodded, let the captain
exit and then allowed the hatch section to fall back into place.
Whatever normally kept it out of the way when not in use apparently
needed power. ‘Part of the basic facilitator training.’

Anderson pulled open a panel on
the rear wall of the room and took a large, white briefcase out of
the space behind it. ‘Good. You’re with me. The rest of you stay
here in case the power comes back on. We’re dead in the water near
a potential combat hot spot. Stay alert.’

There was a manual unlatching
system for the door, which was kept locked normally, and then Aneka
had to drag the thing open to let them out. ‘Is the power supposed
to go out like this?’ she asked once they were out into the
corridor beyond.

‘No, but we haven’t lost the
reactor. Artificial gravity is still working, so we have power,
it’s just not getting through to a lot of systems.’

‘Life support?’

Anderson looked around as if
trying to judge the state of the air. ‘Not that that’ll worry you
too much. Life support has back-up power. As long as it’s not
damaged we should be fine.’

‘I can survive for a while
without air, but not indefinitely. I’m not indestructible.’

‘Let’s hope we don’t need to
find out how long.’

The bridge was in the forward
section of the ship, deep inside it behind a lot of armour,
electronics and weapon systems. The walk to the habitation section
amidships was not long, but then they had to manually open the door
at the end of the access corridor. As soon as it was open a couple
of centimetres they had help from the other side.

Ensign Lisa Cole’s pretty face
grinned at them from the other side. ‘Captain, am I glad to see
you. What happened?’

‘As yet unknown. Is anyone
injured?’

‘Philip came down off his bunk
pretty hard,’ Cole replied. ‘Alison’s looking after him. Couple of
bruises otherwise. Chance went down to engineering. He was worried
about Lieutenant Scotts.’

‘Walker’s got a first-aid kit?’
Cole nodded a reply. ‘All right, everyone’s to stay in the
bunkrooms for now. We’re not sure what state life support is in.
Jansen, let’s get down to engineering.’

It did not take too long.
Engineering technically started just past the habitation section
where the huge, toroidal warp drive that normally gave the frigate
quite exceptional speed wrapped around the central corridor to the
engine room. Basically the room was there to house monitoring
equipment and give access to the warp drive, reactor, and the twin
antimatter torch engines at the very rear. Aneka had not been
terribly keen on being that close to that much antimatter, but she
had been assured that containment failure was almost never a
problem.

Chance had managed to get the
door open. The handsome young man was kneeling over an older, but
not by much, man who was lying on the floor near the rear bulkhead.
Chance was his surname, but a lot of the crew called him that
anyway because, according to Prentice, he would chance his luck on
any woman he liked the look of. Right now he looked concerned, and
the reason was probably the burn on Scotts’ arm.

‘Captain,’ Chance said as he
heard them approach. ‘Can’t wake him, and…’ He indicated the
burn.

Aneka planted the first-aid kit
down beside Scotts and opened it up. Her eyes scanned the contents,
her accelerated brain taking in the inventory with just a glance.
‘I’ll take care of him.’

‘Good,’ Anderson said. ‘Chance,
let the woman work. Currently you’re our only functional
technician. Damage assessment, Lieutenant.’

Chance got to his feet while
Aneka produced a fine-bladed knife from the kit to cut away the
burned remains of Scotts’ ship-suit sleeve. ‘I haven’t checked
everything, Captain,’ he said, ‘but Brad got that burn from there.’
He indicated one of the panels on a side wall that had blown out.
‘We’ve lost one of the circuit breakers entirely and a load of the
other ones have tripped. I can get most of them back up easily, but
we’ll need to replace that one, and it’s one of the feeds to the
warp drive.’

Anderson winced. ‘If it blew out
like that…’

‘Could be damage to the drive,
yeah.’

Aneka did her best to ignore
them. She could worry about the drive later. Focus on the
patient… ‘Al,’ she said inside her head, ‘could you interface
with his ident-chip and check his vitals?’

‘Of course, Aneka.’ The voice
was soft and male, and it sounded to Aneka as though its owner was
standing right beside her, but Al was an artificial intelligence
running on a computer in her chest somewhere. He had been put there
as a support system, and that was exactly what he was. Aneka was
not sure she could do without him anymore. Right now he was using
their internal radio system to query a transponder implanted under
Scotts’ collar bone. Mostly it served as a universal identity
verification device; every Federal citizen had one. It also had
bio-monitor functions. ‘He struck his head when the panel blew out.
No signs of concussion. He is showing signs of mild shock.’

Aneka pulled a small spray can
from the kit and began coating Scotts’ burn with a layer of blue,
plastic-like material. Around her the conversation was going on
uninterrupted; her conversations with Al took fractions of a second
compared to the rate of normal speech.

‘It would be useful if we can
get the sensors online, and the computer restarted,’ Anderson said.
‘Everything else can stay down until you’ve checked the
engine.’

The synthetic skin in place over
the wound, Aneka took another container from the kit, took off the
cap, and jabbed the exposed needle into Scotts’ shoulder through
his suit. The nice thing about bioplastic was that it would repair
the hole pretty quickly. The vial emptied into Scotts’ blood
stream; pretty soon the drug would be speeding up his body’s own
repair processes.

‘At least I only need to open
one panel,’ Chance was saying as he did so. Behind it were two
heavy lever switches, both of them in the down position. A red
light over each indicated that there was power coming in and not
going out. ‘Computer’s back-up supply must’ve failed,’ he muttered
as he pushed the two levers up and the lights went green. ‘We
should have internal comms too,’ he said just as the speakers in
the room screeched and then settled into Baron’s voice.

‘Bridge to Anderson. Captain,
the sensors are coming back up, so is the computer. We’ll have a
damage and situation report in about two minutes.’

Anderson looked down at Aneka.
‘Can you back Mister Chance up while he checks the drive?’

‘I can probably drag his smoking
corpse out of the access tunnel if needed,’ Aneka replied as she
jabbed a second hypodermic into Scotts, this time in the neck.

‘Gee, thanks,’ Chance said.

‘I’m going up to the bridge to
see what trouble we’re in,’ Anderson said, heading for the door.
‘Give me a report as soon as you’re out.’

‘Will do, Captain.’ Chance
turned, heading for a corner of the room where there were metal
rungs set into the wall leading up to a hatch. ‘Do me a favour,
Aneka?’

‘If I can.’

‘If you’re going to wake him up,
save it until after I’m out. He hates it when people climb around
in his engines.’

‘How’re his vitals?’ Aneka asked
silently.

‘Holding steady. The analgesic
is helping with the reaction to the burn. His blood pressure is
holding and his breathing is now normal.’

‘Yeah, I can do that,’ Aneka
said aloud. ‘You need me to do anything.’

‘Sure. If I scream, you can drag
my smoking corpse out of the tube.’

Aneka laughed. ‘Chance?’

‘Yeah?’

‘Don’t have a need to
scream.’

University of New Earth.

The Dean appearing in Gillian’s office
was generally not a great sign. That he had another man with him, a
man in a suit so expensive it made Ella blanch, was odd. Then
again, the history and archaeology departments at the university
had become pretty famous recently. Maybe the guy was some
benefactor and Dean Ajax was giving him the tour.

Ajax gave Ella one of his
beneficent smiles. ‘Miss Narrows, this is Mister Hayward of Hayward
Pharmaceuticals. Is Doctor Gilroy busy? We would very much like to
discuss something with her.’

She was just supposed to say,
‘Of course, go right in,’ but Ella knew how much Gillian hated
office politics. She tapped a key on her desk. ‘Doctor, the Dean is
here to see you with a Mister Hayward.’

There was a slight pause, during
which Ella imagined Gillian was sighing. ‘Send them in, Ella.’
Gillian had almost completely managed to get the weariness out of
her voice.

The two men walked past, Hayward
giving Ella a smile that managed to make her feel slightly dirty,
and Ella went back to studying a document from the Xinti archives
they had about early spaceflight. It was written, of course, in
Xinti, a relatively complex language with various nuances, which
made translation occasionally quite difficult, and she had managed
to work her way through another hundred lines when Gillian’s voice
came from her desk again.

‘Ella, could you come in here,
please?’

Frowning, Ella locked her screen
and walked through into the second office. ‘Yes, Doctor?’

Gillian was looking annoyed.
‘Never mind being formal for our guest, he wants something and I’m
going to have to beg you to handle it.’

The Dean was looking annoyed,
but also embarrassed. Hayward was continuing to smile his slightly
lascivious smile. Ella frowned. ‘What’s up?’

‘Short version,’ Gillian said,
‘one of Mister Hayward’s research teams has got its hands on some
Old Earth tech which appears to be oddly advanced. They have a load
of documentation, but it’s in… English, Aneka calls it. Written
documents, videos, and audio recordings.’

‘And they need someone to go
over it and see what they actually have.’

‘And they won’t send it here,
and I’m stuck here in case Negral contacts us again.’

‘We have a courier vessel
leaving for Eshebbon on the first,’ Hayward supplied. ‘It will take
very little time to get there and we can have you back just as
quickly once you’ve done the work, and, in addition to our donation
to the university, we would be able to compensate you quite
handsomely, Miss Narrows.’

She had run up some fairly large
expenses recently. ‘I’d need to be back before the end of the year.
My girlfriend should be back by then and I want to be sure to be
here when she arrives.’

‘I am sure that, with your
expertise, you will be done long before then.’

‘Okay,’ Ella said, smiling.
Aside from anything else, it would probably take her mind off
missing Aneka.

FNf Delta Brigantia.

Aneka walked onto the bridge to find
Anderson leaning over the sensor console with Baron. Prentice and
Hughes were in their seats, but neither had much to do with the
ship, still basically a dead lump of high-tech scrap. Anderson
turned her head and raised an eyebrow.

‘I’ve put Scotts in my room for
now,’ Aneka said. ‘He needs the rest while the Regelin works. No
signs of concussion. The burn should heal fine. He’s awake, but I
told him to stay put or I’d break his legs. Cole’s sitting on
him.’

‘We’re going to need him,
unfortunately,’ Anderson replied.

Aneka nodded. ‘I heard Chance’s
report. Some blown out power conduits?’

‘Repairable. We have spares.
Currently the main problem is the long-range sensors, which seem to
be out. Without those we can’t go anywhere without maybe hitting
something.’

‘And it looks like the FTL comms
are out too,’ Baron added. ‘Probably damage to the external array.
Only way to be sure is for someone to go out and look.’

‘So…’ Aneka said.

‘The problem is that there’s a
lot of gamma radiation out there. That was that light flare
we saw before the lights went out. We seem to have passed through
the worst of it, but it’s still pretty bad. Someone goes out there,
they fry.’

‘So I go.’

‘Did you hear what he said?!’
Anderson asked, her voice rising.

‘I’m more resilient to radiation
than a Jenlay, and you don’t just repair the damage like I do.’

‘I should point out that
sufficient damage from radiation will kill off the nanomachines
that do the repairs,’ Al said.

‘Well does it look bad enough
out there to kill us?’

‘Currently, no. I was just
making a point. There is sufficient radiation to endanger your
dermal layer.’

‘From the looks of this,’ Baron
said, unaware of Aneka’s internal conversation, ‘the level is
dropping away. If we can wait a day it could be a lot safer.’

‘Then we wait,’ Anderson said
firmly. ‘I’m happy to send you out there, but we aren’t going
anywhere for a while. Twenty hours is not going to make much of a
difference.’

Aneka nodded. ‘Are we safe in
here?’

‘The hull has to stand up to
constant gamma-ray bombardment in warp, not to mention we’d all be
sterile and bald if it didn’t stop cosmic rays.’

‘Oh… Space really sucks, doesn’t
it?’

‘Outside a ship,’ Anderson said,
nodding, ‘it’s a really nasty place to be.’

Yorkbridge Mid-town, 13.11.525 FSC.

Ella sat in the lounge of her
apartment, sprawled on one of the cream-coloured sofas, looking at
a woman who was not there. Aggy, technically Agroa Gar though no
one used her full name anymore, was an artificial intelligence and
she resided aboard the Garnet Hyde, one of the university’s
research vessels. Right now, however, she appeared to be an
attractive woman with golden skin, silver eyes, and honey-blonde
hair sitting on the sofa beside Ella.

‘I must say, Ella,’ Aggy said,
‘that this method of communication is far more efficient.’

Ella giggled. ‘Glad you like
it.’ At the suggestion of Delta Ling, one of the university’s
facilitators, Ella had had her cybernetic eyes upgraded. She had
always been a little ashamed of having them. Most Jenlay viewed
cybernetics in a negative light and, while Ella would be blind
without them, she had always considered them a nuisance. Then she
had met Aneka and Aneka had Al. It had given her a new appreciation
of what cybernetics could do for her. Along with the eye swap she
had had a tiny computer put into her skull, complete with a short
range communication unit to allow wireless networking and ‘in head’
calls. That meant Aggy could project her image directly into Ella’s
vision field rather than using a wall screen or Ella wearing
special glasses. Then there was the other thing…

‘I’m not sure why you…’ Aggy
began.

Ella waved a hand. ‘It’s a
surprise for Aneka. Now, you spent a lot of time analysing Old
Earth writing and language, right?’

‘Obviously. My mission there was
to assess candidates for the uplift programme. It would have been
very hard if I didn’t understand the languages.’

‘Languages? We pretty much only
know a couple. Aneka speaks English and, uh, Swedish, and she says
Rimmic sounds like Chinese.’

The golden woman nodded.
‘Federal is very close to English. There appear to be words in it
from other languages and the vowels have shifted. As is often the
case, there has been simplification. Rimmic does appear to owe a
great deal of its structure to Mandarin. But Old Earth had hundreds
of languages, thousands.’

‘Well, I just need to be sure
I’m brushed up on English. For a job. I want to just speak it some.
I did practise with Aneka. She helped us understand the vowel
shifts and stuff a lot better than we did, but she’s not
here.’

‘No,’ Aggy said, her voice sad.
‘I miss her.’

‘Yeah, so do I, which is another
reason you’re going to distract me.’

Aggy laughed. ‘Very well, a
distraction I will be.’

FNf Delta Brigantia.

Aneka awoke from a dream where her skin
was being stripped off, one flake at a time, by a searing wind. She
found herself watching her morning diagnostics for any signs of
radiation damage. Everything was, however, ‘optimal,’ and she slid
off the bunk she had borrowed since Scotts was still in her
bed.

The Brigantia had a crew of
fifteen, but there were always five of them on duty. Technically
there were enough beds and bunks on the ship that everyone
could sleep at once, so long as two of them did not mind
sharing a double. In practice, the twelve bunks in the bunkrooms
were never all occupied and there was always space to stretch out
on one if needed.

She checked the time and then
reached for her ship-suit. Normally she wore an Ultraskin leotard,
high-hipped, figure-hugging, and semi-transparent, mostly because
she had grown to like it. Today she was going outside the ship and
she wanted the added protection afforded by Xinti-manufactured
super-materials. The suit was black and textured something like
splint-mail, but it could easily stop a laser rifle beam. Add
gloves, boots, and a helmet, and it was an exceptionally
serviceable vacuum suit. Dressed and carrying her helmet, she
headed for the mess.

‘External sensors indicate that
the radiation level outside has dropped significantly,’ Al said as
she walked. ‘However, I would recommend no more than twenty minutes
outside before returning to allow our systems to repair the
accumulated damage.’

‘Should be enough time for an
inspection.’

‘I would imagine so, yes.’

Aneka turned through the open
door to the mess hall and immediately spotted Anderson and Scotts
talking to Chance at one of the tables. The room was not large, but
you could pack the whole crew in if you really had to. Generally
you did not have to since someone was always on duty. Right now it
was fuller than usual because most of the crew were waiting to find
out what they were going to do rather than doing it.

‘How are you feeling, Scotts?’
Aneka asked as she approached them. She had been amused to discover
the Brigantia’s chief engineer was named Scotts, though explaining
why would have been a waste of time. Sadly he had an accent more
like something out of New England than Scotland.

‘I’m fine. Skin’s healed over
well.’ He grinned. ‘You can have your bed back.’

Aneka gave a slight shrug. The
cabin she was in was unassigned, one of two set off to the sides of
the habitation block. Anderson had a cabin on the port side,
Aneka’s was on the starboard, and she was mostly in it because it
kept her out of the way of the crew while they were doing their
jobs. ‘You can stay in there if you like.’

‘That’s an offer you shouldn’t
refuse, Chief,’ Chance said, smirking.

‘And we all know you couldn’t,
Chance,’ Scotts replied smoothly, ‘but I’ve actually got a sense of
decency. I’ll be fine in a bunk…’ He looked around at Aneka
thoughtfully. ‘If you’re feeling generous, Ensign Grant broke his
wrist falling off that bunk and he’d probably be better off with
more space to rest in.’

Aneka looked across the room to
where Gunnery Technician Philip Grant was trying to eat with his
right wrist encased in a Plastex cast. ‘Hey, Grant, want to sleep
in the starboard cabin for a while?’

Caught by surprise, the young
man who was probably older than Aneka looked at his captain. ‘She’s
offering you more space in bed, Grant,’ Anderson told him, ‘not
nights of untold pleasure.’

‘Oh, uh, I guess it’d be more
comfortable with this damn thing on. Sure, thanks.’

‘I take it from your attire,’
Anderson went on, redirecting her attention to Aneka, ‘that you’re
ready to go out and take a look at the sensor array?’

‘Al tells me I can spend twenty
minutes out there without worrying. That should be enough for an
inspection.’

‘All right, you’ll go out the
forward airlock in ten minutes. Gives us time to set up
monitoring.’

Aneka nodded and started for the
door. ‘I’ll be ready.’

~~~

The stars were bright sparks in the
darkness around her as she walked over the Brigantia’s hull. The
Delta-class frigates were built for speed, both sub-light and
superluminal. That did not, however, mean a streamlined thing of
beauty. The Brigantia was basically a cylinder with a pair of huge
engines mounted at the back, and a bulbous nose. Aneka had to walk
through the darkness from the rear of the forward section, around
to the craft’s ‘chin,’ where the primary forward weapons and
long-range sensors were.

‘Almost there,’ Aneka said, or
rather thought. Her thoughts were relayed through her internal
radio and sounded from the speakers on the flight deck. All very
efficient and convenient. ‘Radiation level is within tolerances,
but I’m not exactly feeling happy about it.’

‘We’d be feeling worse,’ Baron
replied.

‘Yeah… I can see the panelling
over the forward sensor array. It looks like something blew out.’
She frowned, moving carefully closer. Her boots adhered to the hull
using a nanofibre bonding system similar to the ubiquitous
setaestrip. She knew that stuff could hold just about anything; it
was the future version of Duct Tape. The surface on her boots,
however, she always felt a little less sure of since it was
electronically controlled by her suit. ‘No… I think we got lucky.
Looks like something blew out one of the forward turrets. There are
metal fragments embedded in the hull all around it.’

‘It’s not metal.’ That was
Scotts’ voice. ‘The outer hull layer on the bow is a synthetic
monocrystal. If its structure is disrupted like that it could be
interfering with long-range sensor operation.’

‘Great. It’s covering a good few
metres around the turret. How do we clear it?’

‘Start back,’ Anderson said.
‘You’re not going to do it straight away.’

Aneka turned and started for the
airlock. There was no sensation from her artificial skin, but her
sensors were telling her that her dermal layer had taken damage:
minor radiation burns, even through the suit. It was nothing that
could not be fixed, and quickly, but she was in no mood to test her
healing capacity right now. ‘On my way. But how are we going
to fix it?’

‘The good news is that we don’t
have to fix all of it,’ Scotts replied. ‘The bad news is that
someone’s going to have to go over the surface of the hull with a
plasma torch. That should anneal the material, even out the
refractive index across the surface. Right now we’re getting too
much scattering.’

‘That’s going to take a long
time at ten minutes every couple of hours.’

‘Yeah, but the warp drive isn’t
going to be working much sooner. We’re going to have to scavenge
parts from other systems, cut out some of the damaged conduits…
This is not going to be easy.’

‘At least you’re not saying it’s
impossible.’

There was a pause, which was a
fraction of a second too long for her liking. ‘Not impossible.
No.’

Aneka remained silent as she
trooped back, one careful step at a time, to the airlock. Scotts
was not entirely hopeful they could fix everything enough to get
home. Aneka was not going to ask what the odds were. It was almost
certainly better not to know.

~~~

Aneka turned off the shower and took a
towel from the rack beside it. The showers in the Brigantia were
not great, but the one in her room was more spacious than the ones
in the Garnet Hyde. It would have been a little restricting, but
you could have got two people in the little cubicle here and there
was just no way you could do that on the Hyde. Aneka still
preferred the Hyde, though that might have been because Ella was
generally sharing the room with her. As she padded out of the
washroom here, it was Philip Grant who watched her from the
bed.

The man’s pale-blue eyes
followed her around the room as she dried her hair, put the towel
back, and walked over to the edge of the bed. In her own time she
would have expected a man she was about to share a bed with to be
doing that, simply because she was a very attractive woman. She had
been before the Xinti got their hands, and claws, and saws, on her.
Her body was all tight muscle, long-legged, narrow in the waist.
Her breasts had been too large in her estimation; too large for
someone with such an active lifestyle anyway. Sports bras had been
her friend. The Xinti had turned her short, dirty-blonde hair into
something more like silver, and they had made her breasts larger,
firmer, and a little more pointed in the belief that what they saw
on the Internet was society’s ideal in womanhood. Her face could
have graced a catwalk model: thin, high cheekbones, with
startlingly bright blue eyes. So Grant had a right to look, even if
sex was off the cards, but she had a feeling that his attention was
born of something else.

‘Are you watching my body, or a
finely made piece of machinery?’ she asked.

He blushed and his eyes rose to
meet hers. ‘Both, I guess. I mean, I know you’re a machine, but…
damn they did an amazing job. There’s no way I could tell if I just
met you.’

Aneka smiled and lifted her
right foot up onto the bed, examining the skin on her thigh. An
hour or so after she had returned to the ship there had been
reddening and a few blisters; radiation burns showing up. Now there
was nothing.

Grant waved a hand at her leg.
‘There’s that, of course. I’d still have the burn unless they dosed
me with a load of radiation treatment and covered it in synthetic
skin.’

‘And that’s why I went out and
not one of you flimsy organics.’ She grinned at him. ‘I wasn’t
exactly happy about getting stuck in a robot body, but there are
times when it comes in handy.’ Lifting her leg down, she pulled the
sheet aside and climbed into the bed. ‘Uh… this might seem a little
weird. I don’t sleep, I go offline. I’m told I move and breathe,
and generally act like I’m sleeping, but you won’t be able to wake
me. Al’s under orders to monitor external sounds, so if you’re
having trouble with that wrist I should come around. On the plus
side, I don’t snore, and if you do I won’t notice.’

‘I should be fine, y’know? It’s
just a bust wrist.’

‘Walker said I should keep an
eye on you for the next couple of nights. Listen to your
medi-tech.’

Grant gave a laugh. ‘These beds
are more comfortable than the bunks. I think I can live with
it.’

‘Good. Computer, lights out.’
The room sank into darkness and Aneka settled her head on the
pillow.

When it was Ella sleeping with
her she always waited for the little redhead to fall asleep before
shutting herself down, and now she waited for Grant to settle. He
had a little trouble finding a position he could sleep in, but
eventually she felt his body relax and heard his breathing steady.
Still she lay awake, looking up at the ceiling, quite visible to
her despite the darkness.

‘Al, play me Ella’s last
message,’ she said silently, her eyes closing.

A window appeared on the inside
of her eyelids, black at first and then replaced by the video
message Ella had sent to Sapphira while the Brigantia was on its
way there. That had been their last port of call before heading out
to Negral, the intention being to avoid going on if the AIs had
contacted the Federation during the flight.

‘Hey there,’ Ella said. Her
voice sounded cheerful, but it also sounded like she was forcing
it. ‘I… Huh, I hate leaving messages like this. I’d imagine you’ve
seen the message from Senator Elroy. Still no contact from Negral,
so I don’t get you back early. Vashma but I miss you!’ She paused,
biting her lip. ‘I told myself I wasn’t going to do that and I went
and did it inside of ten seconds. I do though.’

‘I miss you too, love,’ Aneka
replied, even though she knew she was talking to a recording.

‘I’ve decided to get my eyes
replaced, like Delta suggested.’ She had rallied, getting the
cheerfulness back into her voice. ‘Clarion May Detective Series. I
know it sounds silly, but they have magnifying optics. I figure
that’ll be useful on the job. They have fair night vision
capabilities too. They won’t be anything like your eyes, but
they’ll be an improvement. Uh, Gillian sends best wishes… So do Kat
and Dillon… And Drake and Shannon. They’re back. She’s doing
better. Still in therapy, but she’s more like her old self. I think
Drake’s still a bit worried about her… Oh, this is getting
depressing again. I wanted to be all happy and sound like
everything was great, and it’s not because you’re not here and
we’re worried about the Xinti and the damn Herosians.
They’ve been pushing to send ships out to Sapphira…’ She put her
hand over her eyes and stopped again. When she lowered it she was
smiling. ‘Look, it’s time for bed here. I’m going to just lie back
and think of you, and let the audio record what happens. Maybe you
can join in…’

‘Stop,’ Aneka thought, and the
image froze as the smiling redhead started to dip out of sight of
the camera. When the message had arrived Aneka had been a little
embarrassed at the rest of the message, even if she had played it
the same way and no one else could hear it. Phone sex for the
future. Then she had played it back again and she had joined in.
Now she might never hear those sounds again, live and with the
woman making them. ‘Damn,’ Aneka whispered into the silence of the
room.

Dropping into oblivion had never
felt quite so good.

21.11.525 FSC.

The plasma torch was an incandescent
flare of blue-white in the darkness of space as Aneka played it
over the surface of the hull, careful to keep her movements smooth,
her pace even. She was, at least, not alone. The radiation levels
were down to a more or less normal background level and the crew
had been taking it in turns to go out with her, two at a time.
Today it was Hughes and Daventry, the ship’s XO, but the important
thing was that they were going to be the last party out there. The
hull over the sensor array was not perfect, but it was showing less
than one per cent distortion, and that was considered good enough
that they could fly on it.

A slight change in the lighting
suggested that one of her companions had shut off his torch. A
second later Daventry’s voice sounded over the radio. ‘I’m
basically done, and my air supply is getting low. I’m heading
back.’

Aneka shut off her own torch,
examining the surface in the ‘light’ from ambient radio emissions
as well as the visible spectrum. ‘Yeah, I think this is as done as
it’s going to get. Gareth?’

‘Yeah,’ Hughes said, killing his
own torch. ‘Hadn’t realised we’d been out this long.’

‘Time flies when you’re having
fun,’ Aneka commented dryly. ‘Let’s get inside and we can see how
much good we’ve done.’

Despite a strong desire to be
out of her vacuum suit, Aneka headed from the airlock straight to
the bridge. A-Shift was on duty, which meant Baron was on sensors
and navigation, and was thus surrounded by people trying to work
out whether everything was functioning properly.

‘We’re getting a four per cent
drop in effective range,’ Aneka heard as she walked in. ‘Distortion
is down to point-four-six per cent… This is all looking good,
Captain.’

Anderson straightened up from
where she had been crouched near the front of the small crowd of
people. ‘Mister Chance, see if you can get us a little more range
on the active systems.’ She turned and spotted Aneka. ‘Miss Jansen…
frankly we’d probably still be blind if you hadn’t been here.
You’ve done a good job.’

Aneka gave her a sloppy salute.
‘Just doin’ ma job, ma’am,’ she drawled. Anderson looked mildly
confused for a second. ‘It’s a bad John Wayne impression… Sorry…
You wouldn’t have a clue who that was.’

The captain grinned. ‘You must
get that a lot.’ The fact that Anderson was grinning easily was a
good sign. ‘Prentice, swing us around so that we can take a look at
Negral. That’s what we’re actually here to check on.’

Prentice flexed her hands and
took hold of the two joystick controls on the arms of her
semi-reclined flight chair. The controls on the Brigantia were
nothing like the ones on the Hyde, or even the Hyde’s shuttle. Here
the pilot used twin control sticks to change attitude and control
the various engines. A few short movements of the controls and
Aneka heard the thrusters fire once, twice, three times, and the
ship had realigned itself three degrees right yaw, seven upward
pitch. ‘Should be on target, Captain,’ Prentice said.

‘Mister Baron, full passive
analysis,’ Anderson ordered.

‘Processing,’ Baron said, ‘but…
Shari, can you check that alignment?’

Prentice took her hand from the
right joystick and tapped quickly over the keypad set behind it.
‘If your navigation data is right, then my alignment’s right,
Ti.’

Baron grunted and his hands
started moving rapidly over the console before him. Aneka watched,
frowning. ‘What’s wrong, Ti?’ She asked.

‘I’m getting next to nothing in
the way of useful data. It’s like the thing’s almost vanished… Very
high neutrino readings…. I’m no astronomer, but I’d have thought
there should be way more evidence of this thing at this range.’

‘That pretty much locks it down
then,’ Anderson said, frowning.

‘You know what’s happened?’
Aneka asked.

‘Theory rather than fact, but
you said that the only time you’d heard the warp drives behave that
way was flying into a gravitationally unstable region, and there’s
the intense gamma-ray wavefront we hit, and now we can’t see the
star and we’re getting very strong neutrino emissions. I did some
reading. I think that quark star of theirs went nova. Sloughed off
a layer as high-energy gamma rays and collapsed the remains into an
electroweak star.’

Aneka frowned. ‘That would have
blasted anything in the system to… less than dust, right?’

‘Nothing survives being in a
system when a nova happens,’ Baron supplied. ‘And that’s a normal
nova, not some super-dense stellar eruption.’

‘The gravity wave would probably
have ripped anything apart that the gamma burst didn’t vaporise,’
Anderson agreed.

‘The AIs did it,’ Aneka said,
her voice quiet. ‘They blew their own star system up to take out
the Xinti who attacked them.’

‘They could do that?’ Prentice
asked.

‘Yeah, they could do that. How
long before we can get out of here, Captain?’

Anderson looked at her, at the
slightly nauseous look on her face, and nodded. ‘I want everyone
fresh for when we power up that drive for the first time. First
watch tomorrow. Mister Baron, I’d like as much data collected on
Negral’s neighbourhood before then. Arrange it.’

Aneka gave Anderson a nod and
started towards the door at the rear of the room.

University of New Earth, 26.11.525
FSC.

‘No word?’ Ella asked. She was standing
at Gillian’s desk, her expression forlorn.

‘No,’ Gillian replied, ‘but that
doesn’t mean anything yet.’

‘It means that Negral is staying
quiet for more reason than just a desire to do so.’

‘True, but little more than
that. The FTL transmitter on the Brigantia doesn’t have the range
to reach Sapphira. There’s no point in worrying over it now.’

Ella grimaced. ‘That’s easy for
you to say. I’m worried.’

Gillian was not really sure what
to say. Almost anything would be empty platitudes. ‘Ella, Captain
Anderson and her crew are supposed to be among the best in the
Navy. Drake has heard of her and said good things. Aneka is a very
resourceful woman. They’re going to find out what’s happened and
come back to tell us.’ She gave her assistant a grin. ‘And you’ll
be there to drag Aneka into bed and not let her out for a
month.’

‘I know,’ Ella replied. Her
smile did not return, which was a bad sign. ‘I just wish…’

‘What is it Aneka says? If
wishes were horses…’

‘We’d all be riding Arabs. I
never have understood the reference.’

FNf Delta Brigantia.

‘You know,’ Anderson said, ‘we have
sufficient supplies that you don’t have to starve yourself.’

Aneka smiled at her across the
mess room table. ‘And I have sufficient supplies of raw materials
that I don’t need to eat. Frankly, this stuff isn’t appetising
enough for me to want to.’

Anderson prodded one of the
browner piles of mush. ‘Can’t say I blame you. It’s an acquired
taste.’

‘They’ll be expecting us to have
called in by now, right?’

‘If we got to Negral and found
everything working, yeah. We should be back at Sapphira before they
start worrying excessively.’

Aneka gave a short laugh. ‘Ella
was probably worrying the moment I was out of sight. I never asked,
do you have a partner?’

‘Sure. She’s a thousand tonnes
of metal and plastic with a fusion reactor for a heart.’ She looked
around at the ship. ‘She’s never failed me, doesn’t bitch about all
the time I spend in space, and I won’t find her in bed with the
neighbour when I come back to her.’

‘That sounds like bitter
experience talking, but I won’t pry. I take it interpersonal
relations between the crew are discouraged?’

Anderson shrugged. ‘They aren’t
encouraged. There’s nothing in the regs saying people can’t fall in
love. Kind of stupid to try to stop it.’

‘Didn’t stop them trying in my
time.’

‘Huh. If one of my senior
officers looks interested in someone of lower rank I give them the
speech.’

‘The speech?’

‘Same one I give myself. I might
have to send one of these people out to die. I can’t be making
decisions based on personal feelings if that happens. They have to
realise the same is true of them.’ She peered at Aneka, eyes
narrowing. ‘You’ve commanded. Ever fallen for one of your
people?’

‘Not even when I went private.
Did sleep with one. Martial arts instructor. Neither of us was
serious about it though. You’ve never…?’

‘Even Chance wouldn’t chance
that. I don’t have any trouble finding dates when we’re planetside,
and I don’t stop this lot hooking up when they need the relief.
It’s way better than having frustrated crewmen making mistakes. I
have to keep some professional detachment, however. Daventry’s the
same, though he’s young enough to think he can still make something
permanent work. He’s got a guy named Darren back on New Earth.’

Aneka chuckled. ‘Ella’d never
manage this long without sex. You’ve obviously got more
control.’

‘No, I’ve got a really good
vibrator.’

Hayward Alpha Research Facility,
Eshebbon, 7.12.525 FSC.

The air was freezing. Not literally:
Ella had been on a world where the air was literally a frozen
carpet on the ground which vaporised into puffs of gas when trodden
on. Eshebbon was nowhere near that cold, but it was sub-zero and
the ground was covered in a thick layer of snow and ice. Ella
suspected the snow never really melted aside from when robots were
sent out to steam clean the pathways.

‘We should hurry.’ The voice was
that of Andrew Kottigan, the head of security at the station. He
had been sent out to meet Ella when the shuttle had brought her
down from orbit. ‘Spend more than a few minutes in this temperature
and you’ll freeze.’

Ella nodded, though it was only
her face that was feeling the chill. She was still in the ship-suit
she had got on Negral and it was keeping her at a comfortable
temperature. With her helmet on she would be fine more or less
indefinitely, not that she had plans to need that. Kottigan was
wearing a heat suit: a thick, thermal bodysuit.

‘Why put a research station on a
frozen ball like this?’ she asked.

‘Security,’ Kottigan replied,
‘and safety. Very limited resources and it’s hard to farm on so
it’s never been settled and there’s no indigenous life larger than
a microbe. We do research here on some of the most virulent,
dangerous diseases ever encountered. If there’s an escape there’s
no one here to die except us.’

‘Comforting.’

‘Don’t worry. Most of the really
dangerous stuff is over at the Beta Station. There’s two kilometres
of ice between here and there. The stuff they’ve brought you in for
is all here.’ He stopped in front of a thick, metal door with a
wheel mounted on it. ‘The surface facility here is pretty open,’ he
said as he turned the wheel to un-dog the door. ‘There’s a secure
elevator down to the labs, but you’ll be up here on your
off-time.’

The door was swung open and they
stepped into a small chamber with another, inner door. Not exactly
an airlock, more a weather shield. When the inner door was opened
Ella could understand why; the temperature inside was easily twenty
degrees hotter than outside. Kottigan stopped in the room beyond to
start stripping off his suit. Beneath it he was wearing a light
T-shirt and a pair of briefs.

‘I’ll get you set up with a room
and Nayland will be up to sort out your work in an hour or so.’ The
man pulled on what looked like sweat pants and then added running
shoes. Formality was obviously not a big deal here. ‘You can get
comfortable before you need to start.’

‘I’m pretty anxious to get
going. Sooner I start, sooner I’m done.’

Kottigan laughed. ‘Yeah, I
wouldn’t want to be here either if the pay wasn’t so good.’

He led the way out the rear door
of the room and then up a circular, metal staircase into the tower
structure above the entrance. Two floors up Kottigan opened another
heavy door with a locking wheel and ushered Ella into a room. It
was surprisingly comfortable looking. The walls were currently
displaying a fairly pleasing scene of a summer day over fields of
high, yellow grass, but there was a real window, not high but
spanning most of the semi-circular outer wall. The bed was a
double, and there was a shower cubicle taking up a corner. The room
also had a computer console mounted into a desk.

‘This is one of the guest
rooms,’ Kottigan told her, ‘for visiting dignitaries and the like.’
He gave her a grin; the heat seemed to have improved his humour.
‘You qualify as a VIP. I’ll tell Nayland you’re here.’ He turned
and headed back out, pulling the door closed behind him and turning
the wheel.

Ella checked the door. There was
no way to properly lock it, but she figured she had some privacy.
She would certainly hear if the thing was opened. She began
stripping off her suit. A shower seemed like a good idea and then
she would put on some clothes more suitable for the tropical
conditions in the station.

~~~

There were no messages for her. Somehow
she had hoped that the Delta Brigantia would have made contact
during her flight and Gillian would have relayed the good news.
There was nothing, but she had sent a short message back to New
Earth saying she had arrived safely. She was wondering what she
should do now when the door wheel turned with a squeak.

The man who stepped into the
room was dressed in a white, Ultraskin suit and a Plastex lab coat.
Ella wondered briefly whether she should have gone for something
other than a T-shirt and shorts. However he gave her a smile, which
looked fairly sincere, and moved forward, offering his hand.

‘Miss Narrows, I’m Alec Nayland,
head researcher here on Eshebbon.’ He was tall, handsome, with a
hint of age in his face, but his body was fairly athletic. There
was a wisp of grey in his short, black hair which made her wonder
whether the age was down to actual age; he would have had to be a
couple of hundred years old if it was.

Ella went through the little
handshaking ritual, returning his smile. ‘Mister Nayland, I
understand you have some Old Earth records you want
transliterating?’

‘Alec, please.’

‘Then it’s Ella.’

He nodded acknowledgement. ‘A
survey team discovered a facility out beyond the Rim. Some sort of
biological research facility with some quite remarkable technology,
and some very dangerous micro-organisms. The written records we’ve
been able to do a pretty good job of translating, but there are
audio logs and videos, and we just don’t have the skill locally to
work it all out in enough detail.’

‘Luckily enough, we recently
came by a really excellent source of information on how to
pronounce Old Earth English.’

‘Yes… Miss Jansen. I believe
she’s your partner.’

‘Yes, she is.’

‘Excellent. We’re prepping your
clearance now, but it’ll take an hour or so. Please feel free to
get some food. There’s a canteen on the floor below. The coffee’s
not great, but it’ll keep you awake. Obviously we don’t allow food
in the labs. I’ll escort you down as soon as we’re ready.’

‘Thank you,’ Ella said. ‘Do I
need a suit to go down there?’

‘Hmm? Oh, no. This is habit. The
area you’ll be working in has nothing in it considered any more
dangerous than the common cold, and those bugs are in the deeper
labs.’ Turning, he left the room, dogging the door behind him and
leaving Ella to work out what to do with herself.

She had just decided that she
would go get some food and coffee when it occurred to her
that Nayland had known she was with Aneka. It was not a secret, but
not exactly public knowledge either. Well, it was a secure facility
and they would likely want to know who was coming to visit.
Shrugging, she started out and down to the canteen.

FNf Delta Brigantia, Sapphira System,
8.12.525 FSC.

Aneka heard the warp drive’s tone drop
in pitch and knew they had entered the gravity field of Sapphira.
The system had three, fairly widely spaced stars in it and the
complexity of the resulting gravity tended to give warp engines a
little trouble. For a second she held her breath, worried that the
damaged drive would fail under the stress, but then the sound cut
out entirely and the ultrasonic howl of the antimatter torches took
over.

‘All hands,’ Anderson’s voice
sounded over the cabin speakers, ‘We have arrived in the Sapphira
system. We’re currently on full burn for Sapphira Three. Prepare
the ship for reception.’

It had been an ‘all hands’
broadcast, but Aneka had nothing to do. She lay back on her bed and
relaxed. Beside her, Grant was looking restless. ‘You’re still on
official sick leave,’ Aneka pointed out. ‘The others can handle
it.’

‘Huh. Hopefully I can get some
bone regeneration done while the ship’s being repaired.’

‘If you do, you’ll have to go
back to sleeping in the bunkrooms.’

Grant laughed. ‘No one’s going
to believe I was in here this long and we never fucked.’

‘Alison would throw me out an
airlock if I hurt your wrist. How long d’you think the repairs will
take?’

He shrugged. ‘Five days? Give or
take. I’m a gunnery tech, not an engineer. It’ll take a proper dry
dock to repair that forward turret so we won’t be handling that
here. You’re pretty keen to get back to that redhead of yours.’

‘Yeah. Ella… She liked me as
soon as she saw me. Knowing what I was didn’t bother her at all.
She’s believed in me even when I doubted myself and she’s got this
smile… It’s like someone lets the sun into the room when she
smiles.’

‘Sounds like a really beautiful
woman.’

‘Oh yes. She certainly is
beautiful, inside and out.’

Hayward Alpha Research Facility.

‘Fourth of June, Twenty-one-oh-three.
Subject Twelve was infected with culture Two-One-Nine-B at
oh-nine-twenty-six. Immediate signs of discomfort. Skin ulcers
appeared after fifteen minutes, thirty-two seconds accompanied by
extreme pain. Convulsions followed at seventeen minutes. Death
occurred thirty-six seconds later.’

There was no sign of a smile on
Ella’s face as she listened to the recording. She had been going
through them for four hours and so far she had discovered a litany
of horrifying deaths. It had started with rodents, moved on to
monkeys of some description, and now it was people. Whatever this
mysterious ‘Tilton’ facility was that the Hayward team had found,
it was apparently conducting bio-weapon research. Subject Twelve
was only identified as a number; she knew nothing more about him or
her, but whoever it had been they had died what sounded like a
horrible, painful death so that more death could be inflicted on
others.

Finishing the transcription,
Ella got up from her seat in the sterile, white lab she had been
given to work in. She needed to eat. She was not hungry, exactly,
but she knew her blood sugar was getting low. Her bio-monitor was
telling her that, the readout projected into her vision field.

There was one of Kottigan’s
people outside the lab door ready to escort her back up to ground
level. Her clearance allowed her in and out of the lab, but they
still insisted on keeping tabs on her when she moved around down
there. It was starting to make her feel paranoid, and they were all
lousy conversationalists.

Nayland found her as she was
sitting down in the canteen with some fruit and black coffee into
which she had put too much sugar. He smiled at her, an expression
she did not feel like returning. ‘How’s the transcription
going?’

‘I’ve done maybe half the audio
notes,’ Ella replied. ‘Honestly I’m dreading what I’m going to find
in the later ones.’

‘How so?’

‘They were doing bio-weapon
research, Alec. They were infecting Jenlay, well they were Humans
back then, but living people. They were infecting them with
incredibly virulent diseases and watching them die.’

Nayland nodded. ‘We got that
from the written reports. That’s why it’s so important that we get
this researched and vaccines made. Some of the viral material we
found is still viable. Can you imagine what terrorists could do
with this?’

Ella winced and forced herself
to eat. The fruit tasted of bile. ‘I guess. When you put it like
that.’

‘Exactly. Beyond that, studying
the epidemiology of these diseases could help us improve future
genetic treatments. Jenlay are resistant to a lot of diseases,
true, but not all of them. We may be able to equip future
generations with far greater resistance by studying how these ones
infect and propagate.’

She managed a half-hearted
laugh. ‘It’s just a shame I have to listen to a bunch of clinical
sociopaths to do it.’

‘Scientists, Ella,’ Nayland
replied. ‘They were scientists. Perhaps their methods left
something to be desired, but they believed what they were doing was
important, much as we do here.’

Ella kept the frown off her face
as best she could; hiding her emotions had never been one of her
strong suits. ‘Yeah,’ she said, ‘I guess.’

Nayland gave her another smile
and walked away, and Ella watched him go, glad to be rid of
him.

FNf Delta Brigantia.

Captain William Goddard was not someone
Aneka was anxious to see again, but there he was, standing just
inside the aft airlock, waiting to be escorted up to the mess so
that he could be briefed on the situation in the Negral system. Her
one consolation was that he seemed to be displeased about the
arrangement too.

Goddard was the officer in
charge of the naval station on Sapphira, a relatively short man,
but imposing. Aneka suspected that he made up for his lack of
stature by beefing up on the muscle. Unfortunately he was a weak
soldier, and a weaker politician, which was likely why he had ended
up commanding a station on a planet almost eighty parsecs out from
New Earth, well out on the Rim. It seemed likely that the one thing
he had liked about it was that he never had to actually do
anything, and now he had been stuck in the middle of a huge
political incident. To some extent she could forgive him the sour
expression he shot at her, but then again, it was not actually her
fault he was having to get off his butt.

‘Captain Goddard,’ Anderson said
as they approached.

‘Commander,’ Goddard replied,
ignoring protocol, ‘and Miss Jansen again.’

Aneka looked at him, took in the
irritation, but also the worry and distraction. ‘Don’t worry,
Goddard, you won’t have to deal with me much. Captain
Anderson will handle the briefing.’

For a second, Goddard looked
confused. ‘Apologies, Captain. I’ve got New Earth sending messages
every day. I mean, what are they hoping will happen? It takes eight
days for my reply to get to them! I’ve got a Vice-admiral Crofton
arriving in the system tomorrow and some sort of military advisor
from the Herosians coming
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