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        Fact: The Space Corps are big.

        Fact: The Space Corps use a lot of paper clips.

        Fact: Nobody ever counts paper clips.

      

      

      It is not too difficult, given the will, and enough paper clips duplicated in multiple stationery accounts in various dummy corporations, to syphon away sufficient funds to build, say, an interplanetary battle fleet.

      Bob Slicker paced around the bridge of the Queen Isabella III, a G-class carrier and flagship to his battle fleet built from paper clips. She wasn’t a fine ship. She looked pretty much how one might expect a ship built from paper clips should look. And she had that smell. Not a new battleship smell, of Ajax and Brasso, but a smell reminiscent of vehicles too long in the breaker’s yard, where creatures might have built their homes and may have died a little.

      But she was Bob Slicker’s ship, at least while he had command of the bridge, and this was a pretty good time to be in charge of a battle fleet, as it hurtled down to a pinhole-sized gateway from where it would transit into another part of the galaxy.

      “Five minutes, sir.”

      “Thank you, Mr Unwin.”

      Sir. Slicker smiled to himself. He loved this military stuff. Nobody ever called him “sir” when he was just a management accountant. He supposed he still was just a management accountant. His desk would be waiting for him when he returned from this adventure. But he wouldn’t be occupying it for much longer, not after he’d turned a profit, oh no.

      Bob Slicker was 38 years old. His face seemed etched with the worries of the universe, from his tired eyes to his down-turned lips. He’d lost some weight since the whole battle fleet thing started, not from stress – though he carried plenty of that on his rounded shoulders – but from medical advice, as a possible solution to his natural oiliness. It hadn’t worked. Bob Slicker had a propensity to dampness. He had always battled uncontrollable perspiration, and people’s recollections of him were usually the same: “Oh, Bob Slicker, you mean the oily guy from finance?”

      He continued to pace. A complete circuit of the hamster-wheel bridge took around a minute. The spin from the bridge was enough to give nearly half a gravity, but Slicker found that if he walked in the direction of the spin, he could get more. Enough to make the heels of his boots click in a most satisfying and military manner.

      He passed the navigation station. He straightened his back and lifted his chin and gave Meera Elyss a secretive glance from the corner of his eye. She wore her skin-tight, silver Space Ranger outfit today. The one with the purple flashes that matched the metallic colour of her straight, bobbed hair, and accentuated all her bountiful curves. Rumour had it she’d only joined the operation because she had a thing for military men. Slicker had polished and worn his black boots today, just for her. He didn’t have a uniform so he’d decided to wear his fancy waistcoat with the gold and silver scrolling, and no jacket. Meera caught his eye and he found his armpits beginning to moisten, so he hurried on. He pulled his stiff white collar away from his neck and wished he’d chosen something less formal.

      The other nav girl, the one with the wayward blonde hair and agitated manner – he didn’t know her name – gave him a scowl as he passed. What was her problem? He’d noticed her glaring at him a few times. She seemed to be the only one on the bridge not entering into the spirit of the occasion. They were making history today. They were about to expand the Sphere of Influence in one mighty stride.

      He gave the engineer a nod. The engineer nodded back. No problems.

      Fleet Control. Life Support. Catering. Fido. All nominal. Who was Fido, anyway? Slicker wondered. Once, as an orphan on the Ring, he’d had a dog called Fido, a smelly creature that enjoyed biting him.

      Slicker reached the helm again. He stopped and turned towards the window, rocking up and down on his toes, hands clasped behind his back – not for effect, although that’s how it might look. No, his boots were too damned tight. And this wasn’t really a window, he reminded himself. The military types had some jargon word for it but he couldn’t remember. To him it was just a window, wall sized – it looked, in fact, as if there was no wall, except the illusion was spoiled by a handful of pixels missing in the lower right-hand corner, lending that part a fogged-over appearance for which Slicker had already earned the crew’s derision by sending a cadet out on an EVA, with a rag, with orders to clean it. But that was days ago. Hopefully forgotten.

      “Three minutes, sir.”

      Slicker rubbed his hands together. Deep space adventuring. Better than counting beans, that was for sure, although he admitted to having misgivings about the ultimate purpose of this operation. He had plans to turn some negatives to positives, though, so he felt he was allowed to enjoy this moment.

      The door on the hub swung open. Two boots appeared, ever shinier than his own, and Martin Levison lowered himself down the ladder onto the deck.

      Damn! thought Slicker.

      Levison walked over to the place where Slicker stood. There was no designated Captain’s Area on the bridge, but by making Slicker concede his small patch of steel, Levison was making a point: This is my show. I’m in charge.

      Which he was. Slicker was the Yes-Man. He was the Man-in-Front-of-the-Fan. This was how it had always been. Slicker’s role was to do as Levison said and, if it all went arse-over, to be the exclusive repository for all blame. Slicker vacated his tiny square of real estate and seethed.

      Levison slipped his right hand into his jacket. Like Napoleon. If the arrogant sod knew what kind of shirt God wore, he’d be sure to wear one just like it, too.

      “How long, Helmsman?” Levison snapped.

      There. He didn’t even ask me for the update, thought Slicker. He has to ask the help.

      “Two minutes, sir,” said Unwin, his voice cracking a little, not so confident with Levison watching him. Levison stood only five foot six, two or three inches shorter than Slicker, yet somehow he appeared taller. How? Levison’s receding hairline gave his expansive forehead an air of majesty, and the curly brown hair heaped on top, and ramrod-straight back perhaps added to the illusion of height. Or was it just that the people around him, his minions, always adopted a cowed, grovelling manner whenever they were in his presence? Slicker looked about at the crew stationed around the inside of the bridge wheel, and noted the supplicant postures. So, now they become engaged and attentive, he thought. The relaxed and easy tension had evaporated, replaced by quaking, self-conscious fear.

      How does he do that? thought Slicker.

      Slicker’s feet pained him more and more as the boots really started to pinch. He’d bought them from Rapid Naval Surplus Warehouse, on Tsanak. They seemed a good idea at the time. But he’d forgotten how his feet tended to swell when he became uncomfortable.

      The pinhole target grew to the size of a penny. The three engines of Rorke’s Drift, the troop ship, obscured some of the forward view. The third vessel in the fleet was the Eddie Stobart, the supply ship, bringing up the rear. The convoy was in tight formation. This was important. The Single Large Object Gate, the SLOG, required a lot of energy, and so it could only open for a brief moment. Timing had to be perfect. Big computers were needed, and they worked, because it had been years since the last ship had been cut in half through dodgy programming. Still, nobody wanted to be in the first or last ship in a transit convoy. A Single Large Object Gate was what it said on the box: a gate that opened long enough for a single ship. Not three.

      “One minute.”

      And you could taste the tension.

      “What was that, Helmsman?”

      “One minute, oh, er, sir!”

      Levison scowled. “Leave the bridge, Helmsman.”

      Slicker knew it would be up to him, later, to chastise the helmsman for his lack of respect. Levison would expect no less from him than to have Unwin tossed out into space in his underpants. Slicker wouldn’t do that, of course. He’d probably say to Unwin, “Look, if anyone asks, you’ve been reprimanded, okay? Do some whimpering and stuff. Make it look good.” It was enough that Levison was a bastard. One bastard was plenty.

      Unwin shuffled out and another, trembling, crewman took his place, staring at the wide gulf of space in the window in front of him. They plummeted towards the gate and watched as it grew before their eyes.

      The SLOG was a circular hoop that appeared woven from fine wire. It caught the light from the stars within and around it and sparkled like a silver bracelet. When the gate flashed open it would be for the briefest moment, but in that time the stars within would vanish, replaced by a flat, milky-grey luminescence. When the ship entered the gate, every thing and every one would also enter the gate. Being inside the ship would not insulate the crew from the weirdness. They would see a grey wall flash down the length of the ship from prow to stern, passing through each one of them on the way. The passage took only the briefest of moments, but regular travellers spoke of a fleeting intense cold, not unlike diving into the surface of an icy pool of water, but only the surface, without any icy water on the other side.

      “Sir, packet report from the receiving gate.” The young lad on comms looked anxious, as though he was about to spoil the mood. “There’s some sort of skirmish taking place. They report rebels with a device of some kind.”

      “What device?”

      “No information, sir!”

      “Then get some information.”

      Slicker looked over at Levison and licked his lips. “What do you think, sir?”

      “Philpotts,” said Levison. “It’s got to be Philpotts. You were meant to deal with him, Slicker. More than once you were meant to deal with him.”

      “Could he disrupt the gate?” asked Slicker. His voice came out small, with a slight catch. Nobody wanted to even think about the gate shutting off mid-transit.

      Levison didn’t answer. He just stared ahead.

      “Could we abort the transfer, Helmsman?” asked Slicker.

      “Negative, sir. We’re committed to⁠—”

      “No!” snapped Levison. “We don’t abort. Not for some toe-rag accountant. Not for anybody. I need an answer. What device?”

      “I don’t know, sir. Packet transmission.”

      The message had come from their destination, light-years away. Direct communication was impossible. Messages had to be recorded then handed through a letterbox-sized gate, one small enough to be kept open at all times. Energy needs grew exponentially with gate size.

      “Erm... ten seconds, sir.”

      The mood on the bridge changed again. Wide-eyed terror replaced apprehension. If the gate shut down mid-transit their ship would be sliced and diced. Each individual would find themselves alone, sharing empty space with a lot of spinning debris and flailing ex-colleagues trying in vain to scream in vacuum.

      It became a long ten seconds. Or short. Depending on whether you counted seconds left to live... or seconds left to die.

      They could no longer see the rim of the gate. It was above and around them. Soon they would know.

      A grey wall swept through. The shock of cold.

      Cheers formed but were stillborn as a second grey wall of ice cut through the ship.

      “What happened?” shouted Levison.

      Nobody answered.

      “Anybody?” Levison roared.

      “Er...” The new helmsman looked uncomfortable. “It felt like a second gate, sir.”

      “Navigation!” Levison was bellowing, now. “Confirm our position.”

      All eyes turned on the spectacular Meera Elyss and her scowling assistant. They appeared to be arguing.

      Elyss looked up from her screen. “Waiting for a fix, sir.”

      Everyone waited, and watched. Elyss had the flushed and dishevelled look of someone who had packed all her confidence in suitcases she’d lost in the spaceport. Her assistant kept trying to speak but each time Elyss shushed her and flapped her hands for her to keep quiet. Everyone on the bridge fell silent, and in that silence they all heard the assistant’s whispered words, meant only for her boss.

      “You can shush me all you like, Meera, but sometime soon you’re going to have to tell them. We jumped an open gate. We’re lost.”

      “Shh!”

      “Stop shushing me, Meera. Just tell them.”

      The assistant noticed everyone staring, so she looked up. Raised her voice. “We jumped a one-sided gate. We’re lost. Forever. We’re all going to grow old and die in space.” Then she tried to soften the news. “Well, maybe not the growing old bit.”
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      Florence McConnachie did not want to be flying through space on some secret mission to conquer a world. Flying, yes. Flying was her thing. It’s what she loved to do. But not like this. Flying trapeze was her passion. The feel of the wind in her hair. The satisfying whack of her hands on the cloth bindings, with timing and precision after a clean triple. That was what she meant by flying, not driving a navigator’s desk.

      She had the wiry, boyish frame of an aerialist, perpetually animated by nervous energy, while her green eyes seemed suited to lasering through the darkness far up in the roof of the big top in search of a catcher’s hands. Florence had a mop of golden-blonde hair, the result of growing out the short-cropped style that befitted the demands of the high trapeze. “You’ll need to do something about your hair if you’re going to work for the Space Corps,” they said. Florence knew her own mind. She’d never been one to heed such advice, but on the rare occasions when she did, her destiny was to choose the wrong advice. “Advice” got her into the wretched Space Corps in the first place. Then, three months ago, she’d taken Meera Elyss’s advice, and what a fine model of consultation she’d turned out to be.

      “Just come along on this special project, Flo,” she’d said. “The money’s good, three times what you’re making now. A few months out, see a bit of the Sphere, and you’ll have enough set aside for that fancy wedding you’re always talking about.”

      They were in a club in the Irish-American sector on the Ring, for a hen night that Florence hadn’t wanted. Meera saw it as an excellent idea, though. A hen night was an opportunity to go on the prowl, and Meera seemed to vacuum up men like a fusion-powered Dyson.

      But the men had stayed away that night. Maybe hangball on the telly. So Florence and Meera, just the two of them, had grasped at the fall-back option. They had had a conversation.

      “Tell me again, why did we need a hen party rehearsal?” asked Flo, a little late, since they’d been there four hours already.

      Meera had given her answer some thought while she sipped exotic liquids through a straw that threaded its way up through a complex chicane of fruit.

      “Because it will be the most important day of your life,” said Meera.

      “The wedding, yeah, I suppose.”

      “Not the wedding.” Meera flapped a dismissive arm. “The hen night.”

      “What?”

      “Think about it. Everyone rehearses the wedding, but – are you eating that blue thing? Can I have it? So, yeah, how long’s the wedding going to last, hey? Couple of years?” She leaned over the table and spiked the lozenge of blue fruit from the bottom of Florence’s glass with a cocktail stick. She popped it in her mouth and gave a delighted sigh. “But your hen night? That’s something that’s going to stay with you always. You have to get it right, yeah? It’s important. Gotta be perfect.”

      Meera had given Flo a similar argument while they floated down the ZG lift following their work shift earlier in the day, after which, without further preamble, she’d grabbed Flo’s elbow and steered her over to the nearest tower. They’d zipped up to Tsanak waystation, flashing Space Corps free travel passes all along the way, then strolled through a gate into the heart of the Sphere: the Ring, the inhabited part of Old Earth where all the eccentrics hung out.

      “I don’t understand it,” said Meera, casting an eye around the empty bar for the fiftieth time. “This is the Irish-American sector. There should be parties. There should be men. There’s nobody in the whole Sphere can party like the Irish-Americans – apart from the Geordies and the Scousers, that is, but no way would you get a table in those sectors, not on such short notice.”

      “Short notice!” said Flo, squirting some blue liquid down her nose and dissolving in a coughing fit. “The wedding date’s over a year away.”

      Meera flapped a hand at her again, and Flo could tell that Meera just didn’t understand her.

      “I’m not talking about your stupid wedding,” Meera said. “You’ll get a prime spot in the Scouser sector for the real hen night, no worries, I’ll see to it myself. That’s if it goes ahead. Can’t see you sticking with – Doug, is it? – with Doug, for another year. No, I mean this short notice. Tonight. I thought it might be a bit of a squeeze in here, you know? But jeez! There’s only the two of us. There’s more action in the Space Corps canteen.”

      Flo just nodded. The empty room didn’t bother her. She didn’t want a hen party, not tonight and not in a year’s time. She just wasn’t the party type. But Meera could be… persuasive.

      Flo looked around the bar with distaste. It was one of those places that looked okay with the lights down low so that the chipped panelling and patchy paintwork went unnoticed. But tonight they had the lights turned up and the music switched off. Two depressed-looking customers didn’t appear to be enough to encourage the management to make an effort.

      “We should have tagged along with that funeral we bumped into in the waystation,” said Meera. “I did consider it. Maybe that’s where everyone is tonight.”

      Meera seemed serious. It turned out the funeral party had been going to an Irish stag do, to begin with. But the groom-to-be, Seamus, had partied-out. Dead before he’d reached the fifteenth bar.

      A guy called Ryan had invited them after Meera started wrapping herself around his leg. “Honest to God, it’s not a problem, girls. Seamus would approve. It’ll be a grand wake. Never was one to spoil a good party was Seamus,” he said. “Seriously, come along. It’ll be a riot.”

      She would have gone for it, too, Flo thought, except they were already wearing their pink Stetsons and “L” plates, so she guessed even Meera had some limits of impropriety.

      In the end they got to talking about work, having no other shared interest whatsoever. And, with nothing much in common even at work, Meera had mentioned The Project.

      “Why not join up? They want nav staff. They seem happy to pay.”

      “Why isn’t it up on the notice board, then?”

      “Dunno. Because it’s secret I suppose.”

      “Then what is it? Where are they – you – going?”

      “It’s kind of military. There’ll be commandos. Career soldiers.” Meera did a little squirm of anticipation in her seat.

      “What are you telling me? It’s a secret war? You’re joining a gang of mercenaries?”

      “Nothing like that. I suppose it’s... I dunno, a peace-keeping operation.”

      “You suppose. Is it even legal?” said Flo.

      “That oily guy from Accounts, Bob Slicker, head-hunted me,” said Meera. “Do you know him?”

      Florence shook her head.

      “He’s high-power Space Corps. Nice bod, too. Just that he’s a bit, you know, oily.”

      “Are you even in a position to sign me up, Meera? Sounds like you’ve only just been hired yourself.”

      “I can hire. At least, I can recommend. The Slicker guy said they needed nav staff. So far they only have me. I think. It’ll be good experience for you. You’ve only been in the navigation section for a few weeks. Come on, Flo, it’ll fast track your learning programme. On-the-job training. A good career kick-start. Promotion.”

      Florence had only been on the nav team for two weeks. She’d met Meera at the same time and here they were, talking like old friends. But people, complete strangers, everyone, always seemed to want to give her advice. It annoyed her. Maybe she just had a receptive face. And after the mellowing effects of three glasses of the blue liquid with the funny fruit in it, Florence was feeling more receptive to advice than usual.

      So she said yes.

      She signed a form that meant she couldn’t tell anyone about it, not her fiancé, Doug; not her parents; not even her Kim, her ever-present imentor. Well, good luck with that one, she thought. Kim seemed to know stuff even before Flo did. Kim was, of course, with Flo and Meera on the Ring that night. If only Flo had stopped to consider what kind of people, if there were such people, would write a nonsense stipulation like “don’t tell anyone” into a legal contract. Well, people who knew nothing of the imentor/host relationship, that’s who. Non-people. If she’d thought about that, then maybe she’d have been less hasty about falling into this mess.

      But she signed, and her Kim gave her all kinds of arguments against the idea which Flo ignored because, well, triple pay. They sent her to Fomalhaut to sit on a derelict warship while they “refurbished” it around her, and while they filled it with people as naïve and mis-cast as she. Then they sent her on their glorious mission, to do what, to whom, and where, nobody seemed to have any idea. So far her required navigational skills had consisted of swiping an icon marked “Go” on a touch screen, and it had sent them off to some gate. The low-skill task of swiping the button was even something of a relief, because after two weeks in the nav section, that was still just about the limit of her abilities. An aptitude for navigation did not appear to be part of her skill set.

      And now here she was, with Meera, arguing again, as they had on most days of their Fomalhaut exile. This time it was about being lost in space. Nobody seemed to know what had happened. She was the rookie here, and yet to her it was obvious what had happened. The pieces, for once, just all seemed to fit. Her maths might be weak but she knew a pile of crap when she smelled one.

      “We’re lost.”

      “What did you say?” said Levison. He was the one really in charge. Even the oily Slicker seemed terrified of him.

      “I said, we’re lost,” said Florence.

      “And you are?”

      “I’m Florence McConnachie. The junior navigation officer.” She made a point not to use the word “sir”. She felt a person ought to earn respect, and so far the people she had met fell short of earning anything of the kind. Levison, with his Napoleon impressions and his bullying, implied threats, seemed to be a total buffoon.

      The Slicker (she couldn’t help inserting the definite article, it seemed to her more apt) leaned close and whispered, “Say ‘sir’ when you address Mr Levison.”

      “No,” said Flo.

      “He’s thrown people outside for less.”

      “Well, he can try,” said Flo, raising herself to her full five foot nothing. She jigged about on her toes, itching for a fight.

      “Ms McConnachie is correct, sir,” said Meera. “The computers cannot get a fix on any of the stars. This is unknown space.”

      Meera had defused the moment.

      But Florence did not want the moment defused. She fought her own battles and would not stand down from a point of principle. She wanted to take on Napoleon.

      “So, as I said, sir. We’re lost, sir. We’re going to die, here.” She paused. “Sir.”

      But their confrontation had ceased to be of interest to anyone. Florence realised everyone was staring out of the window. She saw movement, then she gave a gasp at the sight of a vacuum-bloated Unwin, former helmsman, former crew-mate, wearing just his Y-fronts, sailing out toward the stars.

      Levison was the only one who hadn’t turned to look. Instead he continued to regard Florence. A slit of a smile formed. Only then did he turn his head, just a glance, enough to confirm what had drawn everyone’s gaze.

      “Good,” said Levison. “I see from Mr Unwin’s forward movement we are decelerating.”

      Nobody spoke.

      Levison chuckled. “If I’d have thought ahead, I’d have had the boy take a rag with him. He could have polished your famous window on the way past, hey, Bob? What is it they call you? Squeegee Slicker?”

      Levison looked back at Florence. The smile fell away and his gaze hardened. “You were saying? Something about a second gate?”

      “Yes, sir,” said Florence, her voice breaking. “I believe I felt the cold from two gates. Sir.”

      Levison nodded. “You have spirit, young lady. I like that. You are also the only one with balls enough to speculate on what may have happened here. You could yet be of use to us. Mr Slicker will arrange for the administering of some form of... non-lethal punishment.”

      He turned on his heels and headed for the ladder and, at the snap of his fingers, Slicker followed.

      Florence found that her legs were trembling. She needed to sit down. Everyone was mumbling around her. No doubt, like Florence, they were wondering what they’d got themselves involved in.
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      Levison’s stateroom was one of the largest spaces on the ship. Formerly one of the kestrel space bus hangars, Levison had had it converted. Bob Slicker still remembered the conversation.

      “Look at this, Bob,” said Levison, his arm around Slicker’s shoulder. They were in the designated captain’s cabin, hours after acquiring their new ship. “Is this a fit environment for a leader? How could I command respect from my troops, from this... this box room?”

      Slicker thought the room quite reasonable for starship accommodation. It was twice, three times the size of his modular apartment back on Tsanak.

      “I need a stateroom worthy of the name,” he said. “You know my tastes, Bob. See to it. And make sure you set aside a decent living space for yourself, you hear?”

      That had been the start of a long and frustrating process that delayed the launch of the fleet by two months. During this time, Slicker attended endless site meetings, at which Levison revised budgets and spent more money. Slicker’s own modest space was moved from the opposite side of the ship, to the space next door to Levison’s palace. The palace then grew while the Slicker annex shrank. The final revision and humiliation came when Slicker’s tiny wardrobe, large enough for only three suits, was sacrificed so that Levison could extend out enough to build a walk-in humidor. When Slicker moved into his new cabin he found that the door refused to open when there was a bed in the room. Levison would not entertain having Slicker’s door opening outward and encroaching onto his own space, so Slicker had to have the designers slice an arc from his bed, and then order a shaped mattress. Levison railed against the extra cost.

      Slicker found himself rooming dog-kennel-like at his master’s whims and demands. It was intolerable. So he scouted around the ship and found a space behind the armament rack. He decorated it and called it his own. Yes, it was a small space, but at least it was his own space, and it was far from Levison’s palace.

      He longed to be there now, in his quiet hideaway, where he could sit and meditate over their catastrophe. But Levison had other ideas. He needed his loyal dog beside him in his stateroom.

      Two MPs were waiting for them when they arrived. Slicker’s heart went into arrhythmia. Was this his moment? Levison had already chided him for not dealing with the rebel, Philpotts.

      “Mr Unwin has been removed, sir,” said one of them.

      “Yes, I saw. Have his locker emptied and returned to stores,” said Levison. “You may go.”

      The two MPs snapped a salute and marched out, closing the polished steel door behind them.

      Slicker breathed. “Was it necessary to do that to Unwin, sir?”

      “Are you questioning my authority, Bob?”

      “No, sir, but⁠—”

      “Call me Martin. While none of the crew are around, we are friends.”

      “It’s sometimes difficult to believe that... Martin.” Slicker always found it awkward, using his name. It slid from his mouth like a bag of fish hooks. Who knew when, and at what, Levison would take offence?

      “Of course we’re friends, Bob. We’ve been together since we were boys, have we not? Now, what is your problem with my treatment of the helmsman?”

      “It was... disproportionate. It was tense on the bridge. He was under a lot of pressure. We all were.”

      “Indeed. And we still are. But the crew need to learn how to handle pressure, Bob. Do you understand our position? I mean, really understand it?” Levison began to peel himself out of his uniform. A dressing gown and slippers had been laid out for him on a chair.

      “Well, we’re not anywhere near Serenity, I gather,” said Slicker.

      Levison shook his head and placed a hand on Slicker’s shoulder. “The girl, what’s her name, put it rather succinctly, I thought. ‘We’re going to grow old and die out here,’ she said. Well, unless we can do something about our situation, she has it just about spot on.”

      Levison walked to the chair and slipped into the dressing gown. He tied the silk sash around his waist. He turned back to Slicker.

      “And here’s the thing, my friend. It is your fault. You were supposed to deal with Philpotts. He had more resourcefulness about him than maybe I gave him credit for. You are the one who allowed this sorry state of affairs, and you are the one who will get us out of it. Now do you understand why Mr Unwin had to eat vacuum? The crew, and you, need to know what happens to those who are insubordinate and those who fail. They need to know that when I give an order, it will be carried through. So here, Robert Slicker, are my orders to you: Fix this. Pool the best brains from the crew... and fix this!”

      Levison was red in the face. A vein pulsed in his neck. Spittle sprayed from his mouth. Bob Slicker had no doubt that Levison meant what he said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A gun rack had to be unlocked and shifted to gain access to Slicker’s hideaway. Behind the rack was a door. Nobody ever came this way. Few people knew about Slicker’s den, where there was a bed, a desk and a chest – a quiet place where a person could find a measure of peace and time to think. In an alcove he had a small freezer and a microwave oven. Slicker had brought few personal items with him on this mission, but what he did have was here. There were paintings on the wall, pictures of flowers. They were poorly drawn and the frames were a state. On the chest there stood an artificial plant in a pot. Yellow Post-its festooned the desk and walls. The roll-screen computer, seldom used for anything other than accountancy work, was furled tight. A single bright green chair, air-form fitting for exquisite comfort, stood in the centre of the space. It didn’t need to be air-form. It didn’t need to be a chair. Slicker’s den was close to the hub, where gravity was minimal. He could sit in the chair but any movement at all propelled him up and away.

      So here was the dilemma: They had taken an open-ended jump. Slicker had to fix it. Somehow, yet again, all the problems were his problems.

      He pulled open a drawer in his desk. Inside was a bottle of Roddick’s Djinn Spirit. Slicker lifted it, cradled it, admired the lazy, micro-gee sloshing of the amber liquid inside, and he unscrewed the cap. There had to be a bottle. The hard-bitten detective. The news editor. The tortured writer. They always had a bottle in their top drawer. It was a well-loved cliché. Slicker was a man who lived by the rule of cliché.

      But he paused, then he screwed the lid back on and replaced the bottle, like a sleeping infant, into the cradling embrace of the drawer. He sighed with regret. He might be out here for a very long time. For the rest of his life. He’d only brought the one bottle. There were foreseeable times when he might need it even more than he did today.

      He closed his eyes and tried to think.

      Three ships had made open-ended jumps. Three ships in all of history. Now the number was four, but Slicker doubted the Queen Isabella III would make the history books in quite the same way. Queen Isabella was an illegal ship on an illegal mission. And what was Levison doing, naming his flag ship after the Last Queen, anyway? Isabella was known to be a passionate Disexpansionist. The Last Queen would have stood against everything the Space Corps in general, and this illegal mission in particular, represented. She came from a different time. A more sedate time. In some ways, Slicker rather admired her. She had hated the growth of the Sphere of Influence. Don’t abandon Earth, she said. Spend your energy on repairing all the harm you’ve done to her.

      Hers was a voice in the wilderness. The damage had already been done. Back in the day, when Old Earth was dying, they built the Ring and quit the surface of Earth in the nick of time, before she gasped her last breath. But the Ring was never enough. Humans needed more room. They invented the gate, a way of skipping to another part of the universe. But at first the concept of quantum coupling, to pair gates together, was in its infancy. Early space explorers believed they could take a coupled gate, in kit form, on an open-ended jump and use it for the return. They built three ships: Destiny I, II and III. Nobody knew where they would go, but people expected them to return with tales of distant worlds. None ever did. Their fate remained a mystery. Open jumps were stopped, and from then on the human race had to make do with a cloud of Frontier Ships, travelling outward in a sphere of humanity, at sub-light speed, carrying paired gates. The ships could be manned on a rota basis, and nobody would have to give up a lifetime of human companionship to reach the stars. It was the birth of the Sphere of Influence.

      Slicker did a twirl in his chair and tried to remain seated against the various forces that threatened to send him spinning against a wall. He laughed to himself at the irony of how things had turned out. He and Levison knew more about the myth of the Destiny ships than most. Some years back, Martin Levison, at the time a junior operations director at the Space Corps, came across a memo from a gate tech called Jessica Biggles. She had been heading out on holiday, and after stepping through a malfunctioning gate had found herself in an empty, old, old ship. Had she stumbled upon one of the old Destiny ships? Levison told no one, but tracked Biggles down. He found that she still had the gate records from the erroneous jump. He asked her to go again, and take him along with her. What he found was a world and a ship out of the history books. He had found Destiny II.

      The surviving descendants of the crew of Destiny II were also there, on a planet they called Serenity. It was an idyllic world, filled with priceless natural treasures, and Levison decided that he wanted them for himself. That was the start of the road that led to this moment. The irony was, that in trying to conquer a ship that was lost and now was reborn, they had become a ship that was reborn and now was lost.

      But, however you looked at it, history told of only three ships that had made open-ended jumps and not one had ever succeeded in returning home. Destiny II had been a fluke, and discovered from within the Sphere. Even so, the original crew had grown old and died out there. It had taken fate, not planning, and the passage of over two hundred years to stumble upon the bewildered ancestors of the first lost souls.

      So all in all, thought Slicker, the chances of a quick fix seemed to be a bit of a long shot.

      But he had to try. As far as he could tell there were three immediate imperatives: a) find a way to get back to the Sphere, b) find a planet they could make into a home, out here, and c) extend the survivability envelope of their small fleet long enough to achieve, preferably a, but if it came to it, then b.

      He was going to need help. It was time to have a meeting. He wasn’t much use with all the gung-ho militarisation of space stuff, but hell, Bob Slicker was a management accountant. He knew how to do meetings. He knew the priorities.

      “Jim, get me Catering.”

      Then he remembered. No imentor out here. Things had to be done the hard way. The old way. It was sometimes difficult, too, to remember what the hard way used to be. His Jim came to him later in life than most, who were bonded soon after birth, but nevertheless he’d come to rely on him.

      He picked up his phone and scrolled through the numbers. Phones were old. Imentor had made them obsolete, but they had found old models for this mission. Phones could be used outside the imentor network. In space.

      He dialled.

      “Hi, Catering? This is Slicker. I’m arranging a meeting. We’ll be needing pastries.”

      This was going well, he thought. Then he started to wonder who he might invite. He didn’t know anybody. Meera Elyss was on his list. Meera had to come. She had spectacular legs and knew how to present them. She was also something to do with the navigation people, and you never knew when that sort of thing would come in useful.

      In fact, he thought. Maybe a pre-meeting with Meera would be good. Smooth the way. Show her how much he appreciated her. Yes. He decided to send her an email.
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      Meera read the email a second time and decided that Bob Slicker could be a valuable asset, given they were here forever. He seemed well placed with Levison, and power was always useful. Okay, he scored low on the physical side, because of the oily thing, but she was nothing if not open-minded. She could give him a chance. She’d only met him a couple of times, and she conceded that the most recent of these had, perhaps, not been a good day for making an impression, him having led them into deepest, uncharted, no-way-home space and all.

      Truth was, apart from the getting lost catastrophe, she was already disappointed with this trip. She’d expected commandos, real men, but the troops all seemed to be over on Rorke’s Drift. Her ship, the Isabella, the flagship would you believe, was full of administrators. Of these, more than half were female. A pretty poor show.

      Anyway, if she couldn’t get beef, then she’d just have to make do with greens for the time being. Opportunities were bound to pop up, so soft-handed office types would just have to do for now. At least Bob Slicker appeared to have some influence around here. He was the one doing something about their predicament and he wanted to talk to Meera one-to-one. A good sign. This was her chance to rise above the crowd. If she could get some influence for herself, then perhaps later she could talk her way onto the troop ship.

      The email said conference room seventeen at six, so Meera donned her best silver Space Ranger costume, glittered herself up, and headed for the ropewalk.

      The ropewalk was the central hub, along which moved a continuous belt with handholds. The hub was under perpetual micro-gravity, so to move fore or aft (see, she was getting the hang of the naval jargon) all one had to do was float into the middle and grab the rope. Easy when you’ve used ZG lifts and worked out in hangchambers every day of your adult life, wasn’t it? Okay, so there was more to it than that. The loops were on elastic, so there was a bit of give, and this was useful if a person didn’t want to dislocate a shoulder, because the ropewalk moved along at a fair old clip, and, just like in the hangchambers, micro-gravity did not mean micro mass.

      So after grabbing the hold, there was stretch then rebound then stretch again, and it was easy to become a flapping, bouncing, vomiting piece of luggage. Meera found the process quite challenging, and she admitted she was jealous of her junior officer, Florence, who had been using the ropewalk with balletic, absent-minded grace, right from day one. Even after weeks, Meera had to psych herself up for it.

      Today was good. She launched herself from the access hatch at just the right velocity, so that she was able to grab the handle with little or no rebound. Before she even had time to congratulate herself, though, an ape-like figure entered the shaft from just ahead, coming in the opposite direction. He seemed, from the outset, to be making a total dog’s breakfast of the manoeuvre, and worse, he was carrying a drinks flask. Liquids were not allowed in the hub. Ever. With good reason.

      The ape began to swing and cavort and curse. And, with a certain inevitability, the flask broke free, opened, and the contents started coming her way.

      Meera had time to think about it. The drink was moving. She was moving. Nothing out here to get in the way. No handy gravity to add curve and uncertainty to collisions. She pulled herself tight in to the rope but it was no use. The globe of liquid zeroed in on her as though it had mind and purpose. The only question mark was if she was in for a mere soaking or a trip to Medical with scald injuries.

      “Sorry, love,” shouted the ape. “It’s cold, don’t worry.”

      The liquid hit with a slap. It was cold. Cold enough to make Meera gasp and pant as it redistributed itself about her person. It was also very sticky and very green. An energy drink. Lots of sugar. Meera felt her fingers sticking together as she tried to wipe the mess off.

      The ape sailed on in the other direction. Despite his apology she swore he was chuckling to himself. She stared after him and he gave a little wave. She noticed for the first time he was wearing combat fatigues. And he was built… square.

      Damn, she thought. But she didn’t know why this thought came to her head. No time to think; her exit hold was coming up. She reached for the strap and swung herself free of the ropewalk. Again she managed it without mishap, even bordering on elegant. A pity there was nobody about to see. She looked back but the ape was far away. She checked the time. Could she go back and change? What would be worse, arriving late or arriving in this tarnished state? And back was the way the ape with the drink had gone. Ooh, if she found him she could get a real apology out of him. But the ape was gone. She sighed and turned back to the ropewalk and tried to focus on the here and now. She needed a change of clothes. She had to be perfect. Bob Slicker would have to wait. Perfection comes at a price.

      Fifty minutes later, a little disappointed at not having found the ape, but feeling better wearing a fresh silver cat suit with midnight blue lightning flashes, she was back outside conference room seventeen.
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      Bob Slicker checked his watch for the hundredth time. He had an old watch. Nobody wore watches, they had tattoos for telling the time. Tattoos were useful. They could be reset to local times when days were longer or shorter than Universal Standard Time. But Slicker cherished his watch, even when he forgot to wind it and it stopped, which was often. The watch was gold and ornate, with slender fingers, inlaid numerals of precious stone and a pearl-textured face. He’d had it all his life. It was the only material thing he owned that linked him to his unknown origins. On the back of the watch was an inscription, RGW, in curly letters. RGW. The R was for Robert of course, but GW? The only clue to his parents and his real name. He’d often speculated. Wallace, Wilkinson, Woodward…? Somewhere out there was his family and his past, and he felt his antique watch was the only way he might one day find them.

      He looked at the watch again. No, it hadn’t stopped. Meera was late. Where was she? Didn’t she know how important this meeting was? Didn’t she know how important he was? He debated calling her, but that would seem weak. He debated giving up and going back to his den, firing off an email with a stern reprimand, but that would alienate her, and he saw Meera as an ally, as a confidante and, as their deep space drama played out, he saw her as the love interest. Yes, definitely that.

      The door opened and the love interest walked in. Not walked, she prowled into the room with syrupy feline grace. She wore flesh-hugging silver and blue. Slicker felt his mouth go dry. His legs became liquid and only prevented him from dissolving onto the floor by good fortune rather than by mechanical activity. She nodded at Slicker. She offered no apology. She slinked over to the coffee pot and helped herself.

      “There are Eccles cakes, too,” said Slicker.

      “Nuh-uh,” said Meera over the top of the coffee mug. “Calories. Anybody else here yet?”

      “No, er. It’s just us. I mean... The email. Didn’t I say?” He knew what he’d put in the email. He’d agonised over the wording for hours. A private meeting, a pre-meeting. Gauge the position of the nav team before throwing it open to the wider task force. Crap like that. But it wasn’t crap. It was lengthy and coherent and intelligent. His email made it clear that he valued her input. Only she hadn’t read it, or so it seemed.

      Slicker took an Eccles cake and bit into it to buy some thinking time. The confection – the fly cemetery – broke into two, crumbled, then cascaded in a mess of exhumed raisins onto the edge of the conference table where Slicker made a reflex grab for them, sending half down onto the burgundy carpet tiles and creaming the rest into the crotch of his best tan trousers. He lurched, stiff legged, to a chair and pulled himself tight up against the table so that he could conceal the evidence of the corrupted trousering from view. Meera didn’t seem to have noticed. If she did she was doing a good job of ignoring Slicker’s antics.

      “Okay, Miss Elyss, what I’m proposing to⁠—”

      “Meera. Call me Meera,” she purred.

      Slicker smiled. He swept the cake crumbs around and into a neat square on the table, to keep his hands busy so they wouldn’t shake so much. “Meera it is, but er... only so long as you call me Bob. Yes? Now, erm, what I have in mind today...”

      And it began. He’d done so well. He’d resisted more than five minutes of hip-slinking, thermonuclear femininity. But the reaction was inevitable. He felt it grow deep below his stomach, a core of heat that spun and burned and then expanded out, filling all his body with waves of high-temperature physics. The sweat began to flow, not in the gentle, seeping way of normal folk, but in a dam-busting, bottom-falling-out-of-the-bathtub way, that revealed itself in dark, flowing blooms of perspiration on his shirt, under his armpits, across his back, down his chest. This was the source of Slicker’s reputation, as one who had strayed far over to the oily side. It wasn’t just meeting attractive women that set him off, either. Any situation that involved even one click on the emotional dial would open the sluice gates.

      Meera had taken a seat directly across the conference table from Slicker, and as she looked up from stirring her coffee, her eyes opened wide and her jaw dropped.

      Slicker dragged a wad of tissues from his pocket and began mopping his brow. The tissues turned to soggy dumplings and still the sweat poured. It was a closed feedback loop. The more Slicker perspired the more uncomfortable he became about the spectacle and this, in turn, fuelled the engines that ran the biological pumps.

      Slicker had suffered with the sweat problem since puberty. He’d assumed it was a teen thing, a thing that would go away once he reached adulthood. But he was thirty-eight years old, now, and still waiting. People who didn’t know him wondered if the affliction was the source of his unusual name, but this wasn’t true. Slicker had been called Slicker since he’d arrived at the hideaway on the Ring, at the tender age of eight, wearing a bright yellow, slick raincoat. He had run away from the orphanage. In a subculture where everyone was looking for a peg of uniqueness on which to hang a name, the raincoat made him stand out. The Ring was a space habitat. It didn’t rain on the Ring.

      “Now, I was thinking, Meera, you could head up the navigation team, yes?”

      Meera nodded. A slow nod. She seemed wary. She watched him through slitted eyes.

      “I’m putting together a task force. A think tank. We need to pool our best resources to get out of this difficult position. Do you agree?”

      Meera nodded again, still distracted. “I guess,” she said.

      “The task force will break out into three working parties: Repatriation, Reconnaissance, and Colonisation. Our priority is to find a way of getting back to the Sphere. That object is paramount. I want you to head the Repatriation group. You are our number one navigator. I think this falls firmly in your patch, yes?”

      Meera shrugged. “Do you know Rosalind Lee, in housekeeping?”

      Slicker gave a slight shake of his head. The sudden change in direction threw him. Where was this going?

      “She’s in charge of the cleaning team on my deck. She’s a dab hand at tarot readings. Pretty good on the crystal ball, too, I hear. I’m thinking she’d be your better option for finding the Sphere. Navigation needs maps and bearings and a starting point.”

      Slicker said nothing. This wasn’t going the way he hoped. The way he hoped was that he’d come over all focused and organised and, well, impressive. Meera didn’t seem impressed.

      “This is not a ‘difficult situation’, is it?” she resumed after Slicker had paused long enough to have passed the topic back. “We’re in the shit. We’re not going home. Ever. We’re not going to administer our way home with committees and meetings and
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