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INTRUSION
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One hundred and seventy thousand light years from Earth, deep inside the Large Magellanic Galaxy, a dying red star had shone its light across interstellar space for two and a half million years. Now in its last gasps of radiant life, it burned away its remaining elements. All its helium and hydrogen were gone; the carbon that had fuelled the furnace for 600 years and the oxygen for six months, were consumed. The last fuel that remained was silicon, and that would burn in a matter of hours. This once vital living body breathed its final breath as nature's mechanism moved inexorably, finalizing the concentric layers of impotent elements that  compressed the dead core of the star towards criticality. With infernal forces pounding on every square millimetre, the star’s core was  compressed beyond belief and nature's biggest time bomb detonated. The final momentous reaction imploded with a ferocity that blew 90% of the star's outer mass into space, and caused a shock wave that travelled outwards at 25,000 kilometres per second, taking aeons to dissipate the enormous energy release. The star’s demise illuminated for all who would observe the flash in millennia to come, the glorious event that was the birth of a black hole.
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The 2 kilometre high transparent dome covering the Arsenal shipyard’s heavy duty engineering site protected the workforce and the ever growing structures from the lightning strikes and incessant rain that beat down for most of the time. The eastern continent of the planet Hephestus was prone to the seasonal battering and frequent cyclones thundering in from the ocean. Why the powers that be chose the damned place to build a major factory was beyond the workforce that had to endure the weather’s extremes. The site was one of 50 constructed by the Alliance over the previous century for the manufacture of military and merchant vessels to service its ever growing empire. The planet was chosen because of its proximity to the core systems. It sat on a primary trading route, ideal for raw product delivery, and construction and commissioning of the completed vessels. Over the years, generations of migrant workers and families, attracted by generous wages and bonuses, who’d been shipped in to build the factories, had made their homes and became a prosperous skilled workforce. The hundreds of ships that had been completed over time, had been for the greater good of the Alliance empire and the financial benefits that should have trickled down to the workforce eventually.  The current project of Dome 17 was the fabrication of one hundred Base-mat bunkers for a bulk freighter to service the needs of the weapons division that was spreading throughout planets in the outer core system colonies. Each bunker was big enough to hold 80K tonnes of the explosive precursor for transportation in stasis during 18 month voyages. The completed bunkers would be shipped to domes 20 and 21 for sub assembly, then launched to the orbital dry dock for final installation in the freighter section. The completed vessel was destined to join 20 others in the growing fleet running the freight route between the mining moons of Darien 6, and the armories of the Suiza system. The Alliance’s appetite for weapon systems was as insatiable as its desire to explore and expand its dominance ever outwards. Hephestus was proud of the part it played in creating the vessels that conquered and maintained the Alliance. At least, at management level. The labouring workforce couldn’t have cared less.

John Cathan was the governor of the planet. He was a 50 year veteran with service on numerous postings throughout the systems, and this last one before retirement was to this damned industrial hell hole. It was without a blade of grass to be seen let alone trees. He hated its endless rail yards and forges, casting shops and stamping mills that filled the atmosphere with soot, grime and acrid fumes. The pollution constantly filtered out the sunlight causing the driving rain to fall black, staining everything. He longed for his idyllic posting on the food production world of Demeter and its agricultural moons that he’d managed for so long in his career. He wondered who in the company’s hierarchy he’d inadvertently insulted or just disappointed. His retirement in a matter of weeks would be celebrated in the usual way by his fellow managers, then he would be forgotten about and life would go on.

He would name freighter 27, as the latest ship was being called, in memory of better times and places. The name would be nothing marshal or empirical, military or strategic, a simple name no-one could have guessed in advance;  Mulberry, ‘and may the heavens bless her and all who travelled in her.’        

Four weeks later, Mulberry’s tractor unit had been fitted out with its photon drives, crew accommodation and stasis bunks in engine dome 31. Commissioning trials had taken twice as long because of problems with the artificial gravity generators. Cracks had appeared in the wave guides during the first engine trials to the outer planet of the system. The three day voyage should have been routine, but intermittent generator shut downs required 2 weeks to resolve with new ducting being installed as a result.  Questions were mumbled about poor workmanship during fabrication but it wasn’t pursued. After the embarrassing delays, tractor unit and cargo section were united in orbit to the relief of everyone involved. Rumours and superstition blamed the name and predicted that bad luck would follow the ship thereafter. With a skeleton delivery crew of automats and droids, the maiden voyage to Darien 6 to load cargo and board the human crew took 4 weeks and thankfully, was uneventful.   Loading of the 800 Megatonnes of Amat Base was completed at the orbital docks in an acceptable 6 days, and the power up of the cargo stasis system functioned as designed. The 4 human crew members arrived on board halfway through loading, bleary eyed and aching after 6 weeks stasis travel.

David VanFlanden was the senior officer of Blue shift with Jonus Ordonez as his second in command. Red shift comprised of Anders Erricson, a 20 year company veteran as senior officer and Bethany Chappel as his first trip deputy. Both shifts settled in, getting used to each others names and the geography of the ship’s huge tractor accommodation section. They all made initial evaluations about each other in the human way, and  VanFlanden’s years in the military on a variety of ships and operations had taught him to be wary of premature judgement about people. Snap shot measurements of some were obvious, but not always correct and he’d found that ‘hoping for the best but expecting the worst’ was the safest approach. It was at their third meal break that VanFlanden finally became bored, and ran out of patience with Ericsson's boasting about ships he sailed, ports he drunken himself to a stupor in and women he’d had by the dozen. He’d flashed the life-size rose tattoo on his right bicep at every opportunity and laughed at his own jokes, repeatedly dominating the mess room conversation with his booming voice. He never enquired about about the others. His only interest was himself.         Ericsson was an arsehole through and through. He was a danger by incompetence and idleness. His type hurt others through stupidity and malice in equal amounts. It was a wonder he’d got to be a senior officer at all. ‘must have bought his rank.’ VanFlanden thought as he made excuses about having to get on with paperwork, and left the others in the room listening to Ericsson droning on. Chappel was politely quiet, never getting a chance to contribute to the conversation and never trying to. VanFlanden thought she was a bit of a mystery. He’d study her personnel file as soon as possible, the silent types could be dangerous.         VanFlanden hated admin work. The necessary mind numbing form filling and reporting: checking droid and automat breakdowns, maintenance scheduling, daily diary completion and logging, all tested his patience like nothing else expected of his rank. An hour later he joined the others for another tour of the tractor unit’s troublesome gravity section. The repetitive task of Ultrasonically testing ducting welds and the supports that had previously failed was a relief from the admin boredom. He was content that the droids were monitoring the welds correctly every hour and made his way back to his room. He flopped into his desk chair, glad of the mug of coffee he’d poured and stretched out his legs onto the desk. After downing half the mug, slowly sipping and relishing the flavour, he opened Ordonez’s personnel file on the desk screen and scanned through the document. There wasn’t much. The boy was just 22 years old. VanFlanden remembered 22, it seemed like a century ago. The past decades had changed him and he cringed at the flashbacks of what he’d done. Back then he thought he was immortal and never wrong in thought and deed. God the arrogance of youth!        

Jonus was born on Darien 6, into his family’s third generation of hard rock miners. The job was well paid for the dirty dangerous labouring 200 metres underground machining out the cobalt and rare earths so valuable in the production of Base Mat. The work was respectable in the scheme of things but not what Ordonez wanted. He’d seen the tragic consequences of mining cave ins and the lung diseases caused by breathing hard rock dust for years. His deliverance route was through joining Freightlink as a cadet in the mining company’s shipping fleet as soon as he was old enough. His grades were good enough and he was driven by enthusiasm to escape his family’s legacy of ill health in middle age, that would surely have followed years underground. VanFlanden closed the personnel file and updated Ordonez’s vessel history. He’d seen nothing of concern. Everyone was escaping from something, even they’re own family. He looked for risks and thought about his approach to the young man. First trippers were always a concern. Their natural innocence and blindness to dangers was a hazard multiplier, so he’d have to be more alert spotting risk-taking in everything the kid did. He’d have to dig out extra patience to get him passed the period of being a danger to himself and others. “Great! Baby sitting.” he spoke aloud as he closed the screen. He made a mental note to read Chappel's file later on and finished his coffee. It was time to eat.

Within days cargo loading had completed on schedule, and the ship’s autopilot took it out of orbit onto the main shipping lane on route to the Suiza system. The two shift leaders had cut cards for the first standby, and Erricson had miserably accepted the first month working ship while VanFlanden and Ordonez slept in stasis.  Five days after waking and working their shift, it became apparent to VanFlanden that maintenance routines hadn’t been completed. He couldn’t believe that even essential safety procedures were neglected. This confirmed his suspicions that Ericsson wasn’t to be trusted. Too much loud bragging and bluster; he wondered about Chappel?

On the 10th day of their working month, when repairing liquid leaks in various pipework systems had become a daily task, they were returning from a particularly messy one on the sewage digester when an audio interrupt bleeped on VanFlanden’s wrist. "Damn it! We've got an alarm on the main Gravity control panel! If the system goes down we'll need grippers for God knows how long." his brow furrowed and his heart dropped as he read the message on the small screen. His mind raced as he considered possible causes of this now repeat problem. “This ship’s gravity system is a nightmare! Bastard shipyard! It's bad enough walking through leakages without having liquids floating about in front of your face." the prospect disgusted him and he wondered what other corners the designers and builders had cut.

They stepped out of the elevator and walked down the corridor into the mess room. Their boots left smelly wet marks on the metal deck and small sweeping droids followed behind mopping and disinfecting their tracks. They both slid onto the padded bench seat in the small room, and a catering droid placed two mugs of coffee on the table. Ten peaceful minutes passed while VanFlanden thought about what to do. "Jo after break, I'll go finish today’s leaks on the digester pipe work. I want you to check out the gravity fault data. We can't rely on the other shift, so we need to fix it if possible. Dump the data for the last 3 months. See if you can spot any spikes in demand or failure patterns developing, these intermittent faults are the worst bastards to find. Short of dry docking, which the company won't pay for, we just have to hope the problem area shows itself before we have a catastrophic failure." he imagined the worst while they were weeks away from help.    

"Shall I run all the on-line diagnostics?" Ordonez wasn’t experienced enough to be worried.

"Yeah I don't want to risk switching to the untested standby system.” he didn't want more problems. "Run them twice and get the computer to check all the peripheral sensors the second time. We could be dropping data packets. I know it's a pain in the butt, but afterwards we'd better do a visual inspection of the wave generator. I hate those bloody radiation suits, but it should only take an hour. That's enough time to spend in zero gravity." he took a last sip of his  coffee and leaned his head on his hand, elbow on the table.                "OK, give me a buzz when you're done with the piping, I'll meet you outside the grav room." he hoped his boss knew what he was doing.                            “ I need my grippers from the workshop, bring them down with you and pick up a pair of harnesses. Don’t eat anything either! You don’t want to vomit inside a suit!" Jonus nodded, knocked back the remains of his coffee and walked out of the room. VanFlanden smiled to himself shaking his head gently. ‘Why do we bother?’ he thought. ‘Making all this effort. Freightlink doesn't care, maybe the other shift has got the right attitude after all.’ he realised he was thinking himself into another little fret loop. He got up muttering under his breath and walked down the corridor towards the lift, retracing the cleaned up tracks left earlier.
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The fifteen orbital Lighter ships had served the Freeport of Allison Prime well over the 23 years of the port’s independent existence. All kinds of cargo, both legal and otherwise, had packed their small holds over the years. All were ferried into the station’s vast warehouses, then out again to the transport vessels of scores of companies trading in that quadrant of the outer core systems.                   In its later years the success of the port, mainly due to its tax-free status, had come to the notice of the Alliance trading scouts who targeted it for amalgamation. With their normal flare for diplomacy, a pair of Vision Class gunships stood off the station with weapon systems primed, in case of any ‘misunderstandings’ during the discussions for incorporation into the Alliance. Once part of the ‘company’, it closed down the station and opened its own Freeport on a terraformed recreation moon in the next system.                      The Lighters ended their days of freight trading, and were auctioned off to become general service vessels for anyone who wanted them. They were purchased by three separate and independent brokers working secretly for the Clones.  Once the ships were delivered surreptitiously to a safe colony away from active Alliance monitoring, it took the Clone engineers only 4 weeks to modify their engines for the new aggressive role they were to play. The latest ‘Traction Net’ technology, procured by sympathetic agents within the Alliance, was modified and installed aboard them, The testing and commissioning that would normally have taken a month, was completed in eight days, in strict secrecy. Only 14 of the 15 craft passed the commissioning trials; the other blew its reactor during maximum load stress testing, killing its 4 Clone crew.            With no time or inclination for an inquiry during wartime, the ships entered service and were immediately dispatched to their primary waypoint; the ringed planet of Lainen. Here, for two weeks, they trawled the rings for suitably sized metallic bodies that met the mathematically modelled profile. After each ship captured 50 of the house sized rocks and shepherded  them into a manageable cluster, it took the fleet 3 weeks to tow them into the atmosphere of Magdalen Prime where they were released in a scatter pattern onto a degrading orbit.         This peaceful agricultural planet, supplied 90% of the food for Alliance military personnel in the nearby systems. It was a soft target with minimal to negligible security, no orbital intruder defences, and it had been the home of the VanFlanden family for 6 generations.

The decaying orbit lasted 26 hours before the meteoroids impacted the surface, their fire and smoke trails briefly warned of the misery and desolation to follow. Twenty members of the VanFlanden family, from grandparents to 18 month old youngest grandchild died in the bombardment that wiped out 80% of the townships and a million and a half inhabitants. David alone survived; it took 5 years for the boy to purge the horror of the Clone terrorist attack from his sleeping hours, and a lifetime not to forgive them. He took his compressed anger out by joining the military on his 17th birthday. They taught him to kill with everything from bare hands to tactical Amat missiles, and he enjoyed every minute of it. He had no-one left alive in the world that he cared about, so he immersed himself in blood to feed the hatred he felt for the Clones. To the Alliance butchers he was a Godsend, a volunteer amongst pressed men; he was so enthusiastic about every opportunity to kill Clone men and women, that his platoon members were unnerved by his apparent recklessness. Eventually he had to be transferred to undercover work, it gave him total freedom, but the body count rose beyond belief and his nervous system finally broke down. He was a week away from being hit by his own side; his commanders were losing confidence in their ability to control him and he had become more of a threat than a resource.    After a month of psychological evaluation and treatment, he was medically discharged with valour commendations, and a pension from a grateful company. At the age of 38 he was an unemployed killer close to burnout. His rehabilitation started with training as a flight engineer, arranged and paid for by the Alliance. Then after two years working on a variety of merchant vessels he was awarded his pilot’s ‘ticket’ and the opportunity to start a new phase of his life that didn’t involve combat. All this time he was closely monitored by his Alliance masters who had risked releasing this killing system on the world. A position aboard Mulberry was ideally suited to him. Eighteen month voyages shipping bulk cargoes from mining moons on the outer rim into the core systems would give him time to digest and adjust to a new life learning to live with his post traumatic stress disorder.

It took the men 15 minutes to get into the radiation suits, grip boots and harnesses. The breather pack and helmet were fitted last of all. The suit was of an old design tried and tested over the years. All the flexible areas were a multilayer sandwich of photon absorption and radiation capture materials. Although the suit allowed full unrestricted movement and was designed for extended occupancy, nobody enjoyed wearing one. Not least because it couldn't accommodate bodily functions, and most wearers knew the controlled panic of getting them off quickly.          Jonus made the last few adjustments to the backpack of his boss’ suit, he was satisfied all was good and he slapped him on the helmet. "OK Dave all set."                            "I'll bring the detector Jo you get the doors."

The young man walked up to the external sliding door of the airlock, tapped an eight digit code into the security panel on the bulkhead and spoke to the system computer. "Ordonez and VanFlanden, generator chamber maintenance access required." he looked up at the engine room roof ten metres above as he waited for the computer to compare his voice signature with the records.                        "Match confirmed as Ordonez, please enter the lock." the computer's voice was friendly and matter of fact. "Last maintenance inspection was 3 months ago. Environmental conditions inside the chamber are at Blue 7." it made its status report telling them that they were about to enter a normal air pressure, micro gravity room.        "Computer, confirm last inspection date." VanFlanden was initially puzzled that it had been so long since anyone had done a visual inspection.                         "Confirmed, planned maintenance was due 1 month ago. Blue shift was informed and Ericsson cancelled the requirement."                            "You see Jo, they may as well sleep for the whole eighteen months for all the good they are." he was getting angry with blue shift again. "I'd rather be alone on the voyage, at least then we'd know the work was being done. Instead, we can only guess how much they're not doing."                        Both men stepped through the doorway as it slid open. It closed behind them and there was a 2 minute wait while the air was analysed for stray radiation. This wasn't really necessary on the way in, but no-one had ever bothered to reprogram the system.                      "Boots." VanFlanden spoke the single word to his colleague. Simultaneously they touched a control button on their waist belts. This activated the gripping action of their boots. It would ensure their footholds in the gravity free chamber they were about to enter. Finally the door slid open and they moved into the system's secondary cage. It was a cube shaped room five metres long. The walls, floor and ceiling were made of Active Alloy. In the centre of the room was an oblong sarcophagus shaped unit  two metres long made of the same metal and shining in the artificial lights. It stood one metre high, and had two 20 cm diameter pipes leading out of each end curving down into the floor.  Inside the container was the mass synthesiser, a micro singularity that generated the artificial gravity for the whole ship. The gravity waves were ducted out of the generator through the pipe work and thereafter to a distribution hub and network to every deck. Each accommodation section room had a control system that monitored the gravitational effect and maintained it automatically at Earth1 level. The generator derived all its power independently from its own anti-matter energy unit. Isolation of the synthetic mass was essential for safety reasons. Radiation at that intense raw level was a biohazard and could also compromise the sophisticated active alloy control system. A serious breach could destroy the ship. The containment alloy was a sandwich of 3 metals. The middle layer was a conductor carrying electromagnetic radiation at the Terra hertz frequency. The super high frequency caused a 'skin effect' at the boundary of the active layer, and refracted back any gravity waves hitting it. This halted their passage through the alloy acting as an impenetrable barrier to them.  VanFlanden walked around the generator to the back of the room holding the detector in his right hand. The grippers on his feet made movement almost as easy as it was in normal gravity. He pulled open a sliding cover on the sarcophagus giving him access to the main control panel. It had a bank of indicators and an alphanumeric pad. A visual display at one side flashed a 'code red' message. He tapped in his ID code and spoke to the system. "VanFlanden, log me into the maintenance account."                              "ID confirmed as VanFlanden, you have access with all privileges Sir." the gravity system computer had been designed and manufactured by a different company, as was obvious from its male voice. He interrogated the operation log for any unusual loads or surge events.                              "Jo look at this." he called the young man over. "Containment's been compromised! it's only a medium sized leak at the moment but we're losing waves all the same. The system has tracked the loss to the cargo area, can’t nail it down precisely."                "But those areas are gravity isolated, no-one goes there." It didn't make sense to Ordonez.                    "The individual cargo bays are isolated but the main deck feed ducts still contain active waves. They can't be isolated except by parting the whole cargo section from the tractor unit. I'll get the computer to measure the degradation and predict a probable cause." he tapped instructions into the pad in numeric shorthand. Moments later he got his answer. "Oh Oh." His face paled inside the mask.          "What is it, don't mess about!"  Jonus was used to VanFlanden’s voice being angry not scared. He felt a cold vibration in the pit of his stomach.                        "The Amat Base has settled in number 7 bay! The containment matrix has ruptured and we've got a hot spot." he went silent, his mind spun the combinations of actions and consequences. None produced a positive result.                        "So isolate it!" it was the obvious next step to Ordonez.

"It's too late, the two adjacent bays will be heating up. Somehow we've sprung a gravity leak that’s damaged bay 7’s stasis, and it's spreading through the cargo pods. Even if we drop out complete bays, the reaction will be self sustaining and it'll spread through the rest of the cargo." He stepped back from the display and shrugged. "It's a runaway. We've got eight hundred Megatonnes of enriched weapons grade matter at the start of a recombination cycle. From now on it's got its own agenda, we're just observers." he glanced at his colleague looking for a sign that he understood the significance.                Jonus’ training had taught him the theory of 'cargo mass decrepitude' but he thought the latest bulk carrier designs had reduced the possibility to a negligible chance. "How long have we got?" he asked with a dry mouth.          

"The rate of enhancement will be roughly about 200 megatonnes per month. It's already into 3 bays. We've got about 8 weeks before it reaches criticality." VanFlanden suddenly felt very calm inside. No more worries about maintenance schedules or leaking sewage, because nothing would stop it. They were aboard a guided missile that would shortly self destruct. "Come on lets get the inspection covers off the primary cage." He logged out of the account and slid the cover closed as he spoke. Then they moved to each side of the sarcophagus and opened the flaps. VanFlanden connected the test lead from the detector into the port on the generator's chassis and screwed it up tight. He hit the power switch on the portable unit and the screen on the device lit up. The unit monitored the radiation patterns inside the generator, checking for leakage and mixing between the gravity and the alloy control waves. "There's no contamination yet, but the generator is running at 95% capacity. Once it gets into overload it'll produce harmonics and they'll degrade the active alloy control system. When we lose purity and control, the gravity system will fail-safe and shutdown."        "But the standby system will kick in by then surely?" Jonus' faith in the infallibility of their technology was naive.                "Sure but it's going to switch onto the same overload condition. You see?" VanFlanden was surprised at his own lack of fear and his young colleague’s slowness to appreciate their dilemma.            "So if the cargo doesn't reach criticality and erase all our problems in a flash, the anti gravity system will shutdown leaving us in micro gravity for the remaining 16 months of the voyage?"Jonus summarised their situation.                    "You've got it. Happy days huh?" VanFlanden couldn't help smiling.

Forty-five minutes later they both walked into the mess room again. Now feeling more comfortable in their fatigues, they sat down and ordered coffee again.                              "So what now." Ordonez was at a loss.            "We have to alert the company. It'll get their crisis managers in motion, and that is what they get paid movie star wages for. They might come up with a practical proposal that will consider the people at the sharp end, but I won't hold my breath. Personally I'd dump the whole cargo section towards the nearest stable star and wing it in the tractor unit, gravity problems or not."                    "Can we all 'dream-time' if we ditch the cargo?" Jonus wanted the trip to be over.                      "Yeah, without the freight section holding us back we can do 8 times the speed and we won't need shift cover. Our stasis pods have their own gravity generators independent of our main one. That way if the gravity does permanently fail it won't affect us. In fact we could shut it down anyway, it might be the best idea. We could be at Wearking Base in ohhh, 2 months.” he liked the plan. “The computer could flash up the gravity again before it wakes us up." he was thinking aloud. "The company won't like it though. They'll want us to take the cargo to the nearest system and park it. That will take us an extra 4 weeks at least."                              "Can't we just jettison the section and report that we didn't have safe time to wait for instructions." Ordonez voiced  a 19 year old’s impatience                          "Sure we could, but apart from the flight computer logging every door opening let alone jettison manoeuvres, we'd be sending an 800 Megatonne bomb into the shipping lanes. We're not that far from the core systems." VanFlanden wouldn't be party to murder by irresponsible action. "God the lives that would be lost if such a big matter load hit a colony, it's even got it own magnetic field for Christ's sake." he felt his 'karmic debt' was high enough for this lifetime as it was. "No! Either we kick the entire load into the nearest star or we stay with it, which I'm sure the bosses will want. It's a straight choice as I see it, but first we'll have to wake up blue shift and put the situation to them." He looked unblinkingly into the youngsters' eyes as he spoke the last sentence. Ordonez shrugged his shoulders and said nothing.                "OK I'll get on the blower and download our status to the company, it'll take about 2 days to get a reply. We'll agree with everything they say and then do it our way." VanFlanden was beginning to enjoy himself.                          "Sounds good to me. I'll go and wake up the others." Jonus felt that VanFlanden had made these sorts of decisions before.

Taking a last gulp of coffee, VanFlanden left the room and headed for the lift and the bridge deck."Get out of the fucking way!" VanFlanden shouted at the security droid obstructing his approach to the bridge doorway.                                      ”Voice check confirmed as VanFlanden." the unit replied and stood aside quickly. VanFlanden stared at it as he walked past. He reached the door and tapped his code into the security lock; it slid open.                            "VanFlanden on deck." he announced to the bridge computer.                              "Good afternoon David, I've been expecting you." the ship's main computer was too familiar for his liking.            "Cut the crap, are you aware of the problem with the gravity system?" he stomped onto the bridge as he spoke.            

"I've been monitoring the situation closely for 48 hours David. I paged you about it?" The female voice had been designed to be most acceptable to male crew members particularly when under stress.                              "Why couldn't you track down the leak area and task droids to patch it?"                          "I've worked out the probable fail area David but an investigation is required to confirm it."                    "You must know we're damn close to a catastrophic failure." he snapped back.                      "We don't need to go to panic mode David, there are 10 days before a point of no return is reached and a mission critical decision has to be made."                        "Have you informed the company that we have a situation?"                            "The last routine comdump was 5 days ago and there had only been a single gravity aberration event at that time."          "So the answer is no?" VanFlanden hated the convoluted double talk all the machines used.                  "Correct David."                    "OK set up a comm. session, I want to speak to Hopkins." as he spoke he sat down in one of the 4 crew chairs, picked up a check list and filled in time, date and name. He read the previous entry and wondered about the last communication to the company. "Why did Ericsson need to speak to Hopkins?"

"He told me he wanted to complain about the lack of spares David, but the transmission was encrypted for human ears only so I can't confirm it."                        "Human ears only? What the fuck's going on? now he was suspicious. “OK, transmission starts. 'VanFlanden to Hopkins at Freightlink HQ. Have to report major problems with the cargo mass. Initial investigation indicates stasis containment collapse in 3 bays. Suspicion is that it was provoked by a focused gravity leakage, but this has to be confirmed. Calculations suggest that the enriched cargo in the collapse area has begun to recombine. We believe the process has reached self sustainment and consequently all of the cargo is at risk of final flash down. Please advise. Am instigating emergency repairs and following breakout procedure. Situation is not life threatening for approximately 10 days but need contingency plan if cargo separation is to be contemplated. Message ends. Flight officer VanFlanden star freighter Mulberry.’ "make sure the opcom log is attached to the transmission. We haven't got time for them to reply with a request for more data."              "That is standard operating procedure David, it's always done."                          "Oh yeah, well in my experience important things are always done automatically except when you take it for granted." he wasn't about to allow a machine to lecture him.              "David I have some information that will interest you." if the machine had been human it could have been accused of changing the subject.                          "About what?" he put his feet up on the control console and slouched back in the chair.                    "I've been analysing all the mechanoid task data entries for the last month in case a mistake or maintenance failure may have caused our problems."                        "So what?" now he was impatient.              "All allocated tasks have been completed without event except for one. This was a cargo bay door malfunction. A diagnostic had hung up and required a mechanised unit to manually intervene."                                "Which door was it?"                  "Main passageway 8, deck 3, bay 7. The door closed on the droid whilst it was checking the fail-safe sensors."            "Bloody droids, they're a waste of time." he  uttered his favourite response.                        "David this is the first event of the kind in 8 voyages. I can give you detailed statistics of successful mechanoid usage. They save you from a lot of mundane chores."                    "OK cut the sales pitch I don't want to buy one." irritated again.                            "The droid was unable to extricate itself. As it's a breach of company regulations to allow a doorway to remain unseal-able it was necessary to get Blue shift to intervene."                  "I bet the lazy bastards enjoyed that little excursion. A three hour hike in pressure suits!" he felt they'd been forced to do a bit of work at last.                          "It only involved Ericsson. He insisted on performing the task alone."                          "So why wasn't flight officer Chappel involved?"                                "He said she had more important duties requiring her attention."                          "But it's also a regulation breach to go into the cargo area alone, apart from being stupid." now he really was suspicious. "So what was the excursion time?"                    "Just over three hours. He replaced the sensors after freeing the droid, and ran the door diags successfully."            "Did he log the task?"                  "Yes full details."                    "So if it was straightforward, why is it significant?"                              "Well apart from his insistence about

completing the task alone, we started logging increased gravity loading 8 hours later. No specific area indicated, just a 10% increase on the generator."                                "I've got an awful feeling I know what you're getting at." VanFlanden had his eyes closed and his head in his hands as he said the words.

"Sorry David, but you have to go and take a look. It's too much of a coincidence."                      "Ahh shit not a pressure suit jaunt. We've just spent 2 hours in suits today as it is."                      "You know I'm right David, and you must take Ordonez for safety cover."                        "Yes get me two droids as well." he pounded his fist on the console and got up out of the chair.                  "Jo are you getting this?" he spoke as he pushed the transmit button on the intercom panel.                  "Yeah Dave, receiving?" the response came after a few seconds.                            "Where are you?"                    "In the Stasis Dorm. I just kicked off the wakeup cycle on Blue shift."                          "How long before they're up and about?"            "Oh their wake-up history shows about two and a half hours. Ericsson's a big bastard so he comes out slower."            "OK join me in the cargo prep area, we've got to take a walk on the wild side." VanFlanden expected a negative response and got it.                            "Ahh Jesus, that'll end the day just nicely." Jonus had hated his suit training. He kicked a stool across the clinically clean room in protest and the clattering came through clearly over the com.
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The pressure suits were in three parts, top and bottom with an hermetic seal at the waist, neck and wrists. They were heavier than the Rad suits because of the age of their design. They were well past their replacement date and smelled badly inside.

"We spend more fucking time getting in and out of suits than anything else these days." VanFlanden exaggerated.

"I think someone's left a piece of himself inside mine, it stinks. “Jonus responded.

The helmets clipped on last at the neck, and their ears popped as the suits pressurised. VanFlanden checked the comm link. "You on line Jo?"

"Yeah loud and clear."

“Bridge you copy?"

"Yes David. The droids will meet you at the cargo section transit car."

"What's the status of the leak?"

"The generator load has increased marginally over the last 2 hours, but the trend is still upwards."

"You pull us out quick if it goes ballistic. Understood?"

"There's a slight problem David, only one transit car is operational. Ericsson burned out the drive on the other one during his repair task."

"That incompetent bastard! Is he a liability or not?" the day was getting worse by the minute. "So the droids can't ride with us to bay 7?" exasperated again.

"I'm afraid not David, they'll have to walk in"

"That'll take 'em an hour. So much for safety cover!"

"Dave we're on our own, lets get it over with." Jonus could see they were in a no win situation.

Stepping through the external airlock door, they walked into the vast main backbone corridor of the freighter's cargo section. It was a circular tunnel 20 metres in diameter, with a transit car riding on 3 rails at each bottom quadrant. There was just enough room between the two cars to allow them to pass each other anywhere in the corridor. "Bridge, where's the car Ericsson smoked?"

"He abandoned it half a Klik in from the lock David. Sensors confirm its not derailed or obstructing the corridor."

"Come on Jo. We can’t wait for the droids." They put the tool cases and test gear box they were carrying into the back of the small car and climbed aboard. VanFlanden sat in the control seat and flipped on the main circuit breaker. The safety lights at the front and rear came on, and discharge lamps occulted piercing blue on top of the cab. Between the two front seats was the throttle control and he gripped it with his right hand. The car began accelerating forwards silently.

"You have to be a totally dedicated asshole to burn out the motor on one of these.” VanFlanden spoke to Ordonez without looking at him.

"Between Ericsson and the mechanoids, I don't think we're in Kansas any more Toto." Jonus cracked the joke and VanFlanden saw the similar absurdity in their situation.

The vehicle accelerated to 10 km per hour and held that speed whilst the throttle was gripped. During the half hour journey the bridge computer monitored their progress. Their suits sent bio-telemetry packets every two minutes that were acknowledged and logged by the system.

"David you're out of shape, you should work out more often. Your heart rate is high, I hope you're not taking meds?” the computer commented on the data.

"Only the pleasure of working for the company and conversing with machines." his answer was sarcastic and reflected his dislike of being monitored.

To break the monotony of the journey the computer patched music into the comlink. It interrupted every ten minutes to give them a status report on their life support systems, and an estimated arrival time at bay 7.

"So what do you think of Ericsson's  partner?” Jonus suddenly asked.

“She's a good looking female. I’m sure Ericsson thinks he'll crack it before the end of the trip." VanFlanden tried to play down the attractiveness of Chappel.

"Well I think she’s worth a try" Jonus was showing his age again.

"Yeah well you might just end up with broken bones. She's ex special forces, seen more action of every kind than you could imagine. Be careful, Ericsson has the excuse of being brain dead. He's very likely to end up with a cracked skull by the end of the trip."

"Special Forces huh." it gave Jonus food for thought. "So how old do you think she is?"

"I don't have to guess, I know. She's 31." VanFlanden had eventually studied her personnel file.

"Man 31! She's burned out!" everyone over 25 years of age was old to Ordonez.

VanFlanden looked sideways at his young friend and smiled. He remembered believing the same. "Very few people get into Special Forces, fewer still get an honourable discharge. I think she can take care of herself and Ericsson." VanFlanden knew he'd told Jonus more than enough and let the subject drop.

"Bay 7 ETA 5 minutes." The computer cut into their thoughts for the last time.

VanFlanden could just make out the illuminated bay symbol in the distance and flexed his stiff fingers gripping the throttle. His whole hand ached after half an hour in the same position, and he shivered despite the heating elements in the suit. "Remind me to bring a cushion next time we take this joyride."

"Yeah a numb arse is par for the course” Jonus was learning to grumble.

"Bridge where are the droids?"

"Still following David, they're half an hour behind you."

"Confirm Earth1 gravity is present in the service tunnel." he wanted to be sure before they got off the car.

"Yes David, the main service route feeders are still active."

"How’s the generator behaving?"

"It's still in the green at this time. We've got a safety margin but we need to economise with on site time."

"Do you mean 'Hurry Up'?" facetious again.

"Yes David you are always succinct."

"Wait a minute!" he stared into the distance trying to clarify what he was seeing. "Jo do you see that?" In the far distance the whole of one side of the tunnel seemed to dissolve and reappear in multicolours before they cleared and the whole cycle started again.

"Yeah fusion flashes I think." he squinted trying to see clearer.

VanFlanden knew the enriched matter cargo was atomically unstable except in micro gravity. There, it was tamed and contented. Unfortunately the gravity leak had penetrated and destabilised one corner of one of the massive freight bays. The contamination had started an exothermic reaction. The recombination and reaction of the matter’s chemical structure was releasing massive amounts of broad band radiation as a self sustaining slow fusion reaction had begun. What was visible was impressive, but the invisible was doing the damage. The bulkhead structure of the bay was plasticising. The strongest metal that the shipyard forge masters could synthesise and engineer was turning into pastry.

What VanFlanden couldn’t know was that the degradation was spreading along the cargo section because the shaped charges that Ericsson had planted along the gravity feeders, had detonated as he’d planned. The primary rupture was leaking gravity waves into the bottom of three cargo bays.  Secondary charges had cracked and weakened bay bulkheads for a kilometre in each direction along the duct. This ensured the damage would be progressive and irreparable.

"Flash and rad shields now!" VanFlanden shouted to Jonus in an unmistakable command mode. The shocked young man complied immediately pulling a sliding shield down over his helmet's visor and powering up his suit's dynamic aura. "Bridge what's wrong with the rad sensors down here? VanFlanden was bloody annoyed.

"Data traffic is coming in as normal David, all samples are within permitted boundaries." the computer voice was untroubled and as cool as ever

" Well down here at the coal face the boundaries have been melted!" he released the throttle as he spoke and as the car stopped suddenly, he reached around and took out the portable radiation metre. As soon as he powered it on it's reading went crazy. The audible alarm sounded a  warning of excess levels way over the blood line.

"Jesus we've got to get out of here!" Jonus didn't have to be told what the meter’s alarm meant.

"Easy, we've got an hour at these levels. I need to take a closer look at the breach."

"You can't be serious?" Jonus' mouth stayed open and his eyebrows rose.

"I need to know what happened man."

"Why? You're a flight engineer not an insurance assessor."

"Jo this isn't a job it's a bloody adventure." VanFlanden had a broad grin on his face as he spoke. He was enjoying the crisis. "Bridge are there any surveillance cameras near the door malfunction area?"

"No David, only inside the bay itself. But the unit it currently down."

"Do we have any camera drones down here?"

"Yes there should be six units in the last maintenance area you passed. But they'll require manual prepping."

"Do they have cameras?"

"One of them does."

"How far away are we?"

"It's one hundred meters behind you."

"Hold on Jo, we're reversing." He turned around on his seat, faced the other way and gripped the throttle with his left hand. They began moving again.

"What do you have in mind?" Jonus asked almost afraid of an answer.

"I'm not crazy Jo, I'll send in a drone to give us a remote view of the problem."

They reached the maintenance area in a few minutes and lights came on as they pulled open the heavy safety door. The small room could double  as a short term refuge in case of emergencies and was equipped with basic workshop and rescue tools.  VanFlanden approached a control console on the far wall and typed in the  access code. On the other side of the room on racks above one another, were the deactivated drones. Each had a number and letter printed on its ovoid body for identification when there was a crowd of them to control. The camera unit was slightly larger to accommodate the multi frequency scanners, and had a large 'S' on its top and bottom surfaces. He lifted the half meter diameter unit down from the rack and put it gently on a work bench. Back at the console he selected the activation command from the menu and specified  unit 'S' when prompted for it. The cycle started and the shiny oval unit powered up. It floated 10 centimetres above the bench in a silent stable hover as it ran through its suite of power on self tests. VanFlanden opened a cupboard under the bench and took out a remote control panel just larger than his hand. It had a view screen displaying the output from the sensors, and a thumb ball to navigate the unit. He switched it on, tested the drone’s flight controls with small movements and adjusted the definition of the displayed image. He saw himself on the screen in full colour standing facing the unit. "OK lets go." he said out loud to himself more than to Jonus, and carried the sophisticated drone unceremoniously under his arm.

Back at the car, he gently released the drone and climbed aboard. They drove again to within 200 metres of the breach, where the radiation meter’s second level alarm screamed at a higher pitch. Jonus cancelled the noise as the car stopped and VanFlanden flew the unit towards the flash zone. The radiation field pulsed violently in all directions, but only the detector could see it. Ordonez nervously controlled the car’s throttle as they crept slowly towards the breach. With each passing metre he became more scared, and at 20 metres his suit uttered a radiation overload warning and his nerve began to crack.

"Why are we taking this risk Dave? It's not worth it, the company's not worth it."

"OK, stop here, the drone is getting in close anyway." He was staring at the screen display as he guided the unit down the tunnel with the thumb stick. It intermittently flashed bright blue as the radiation saturated the unit's optics. His right thumb kept the unit as close to the deck as possible taking advantage of cover from the superstructure. Jonus watched the rad-meter’s control panel intently and noticed that the excess rad level pulses were synchronised with the saturation of the display from the Gimp.

Suddenly their day got worse. With a blazing flash of released visible radiation, part of Bay 7's reinforced bulkhead collapsed outwards pushed by a wave of melted matter. The red hot cargo mass that had been supported and caged, avalanched into the tunnel blocking it completely.

Moments later the ship’s computer-voice crackled into their earbuds. "David the generator just crossed the blood line. It's now running at 60% overload. We can expect automatic gravity shutdown in minutes, and it's likely the event will trip out the power generators as well. I am unable to intervene in this likely course of events at this time. Please be advised you must vacate the cargo section as fast as you are able." the female voice came over the link as calm as ever. Before he could acknowledge the message the tunnel lights went out leaving it illuminated only by the radiation flashes and the glow from the spilled cargo. A split second later the gravity failed, and their stomachs reached for their throats as if they'd dived down hill on a roller coaster. VanFlanden dropped the control panel and it spun away eccentrically.

"Time we were somewhere else." as he spoke he spun himself around above the seat and grabbed the throttle bracing himself with his right hand on the side of the car.

"Do it!" Jonus had thrown the rad-metre and grabbed onto the car as well.

VanFlanden was gripping the throttle but nothing happened. He flipped the main circuit breaker underneath, half a dozen times and got no reaction. Looking around the vehicle, he noticed the absence of safety lights, and realised its power was also down.

"Bridge, emergency extraction!"

"Yes David copy your intent."

"Harness up Jo! You go ahead I'll follow!"   The young man was seriously scared now and needed orders to follow. VanFlanden got out of the car and grabbed the first of a series of hand holds on the tunnel side and pulled himself effortlessly upwards hand over hand. In the dim light he reached the emergency evacuation rail  running along the tunnel and clipped his suit's harness onto it. He looked around and saw Jonus behind him doing  the same.

"Go Dave!" Jonus  braced himself as their safety drill had trained him many weeks ago.  

VanFlanden slid aside the fluorescent cover protecting a red mushroom button and hit it with his fist. Immediately both men were pulled by the connection point as a pneumatically driven cylinder was accelerated along its rail back towards the lock.

"Bridge, get the incoming droids into a maintenance area." he didn't want to run into them, literally!

"Acknowledged David. Please confirm that cargo separation is intended."

"Yes, but not until I give the command after we're through the lock."

"David I require the authorisation code from you to prepare for the manoeuvre."

"Yes yes OK, just give me a moment to think." he was not a little distracted by being dragged at 40 km/hr in pitch darkness. Then he remembered the silly words. God only knew who thought them up. "Everest decimal seven. Dnieper decimal Sixteen."

"Acknowledged David, separation prep cycle initiated." The final separation would await a second authorisation code from him, but if it or a cancellation code weren't forthcoming the vessel’s powerful propulsion unit that had accommodated them for months would part company with the enormous cargo section in one hour. The countdown was running.

"Send a status report to Hopkins and get all mechanoids out of the cargo section."

"What about Blue Shift Dave, they should be up and about by now." Jonus broke his silence.

"Yes, Bridge inform Blue Shift personnel of a situation meeting in 30 minutes on the bridge. And ensure there are grippers and fresh fatigues in the lock ready for us." They'd done a lot of sweating in the last half hour.

"Dave, was it worth the risk? This jaunt I mean. Is there any profit from it?" his voice trembled as he asked.

"Didn't you see it Jo?" VanFlanden looked over his shoulder at his colleague's suit lights floating along in the darkness behind him.

"See what, apart from a bloody close shave."

"The radiation spectrum on the rad metre just before the collapse? It flashed an anti-matter residue warning before the saturation erased it."

"But that's impossible the ship's sensors would have detected it."

"Not if they were disabled."

"How could that happen?"

"Under normal operational conditions it couldn't. There are triple backup fail-safe systems that must have been bypassed."

"You mean a computer error?"

"No I mean deliberately" VanFlanden was voicing his conclusions. "I'm sure that the safety sensors around the bay, in the tunnel and on the doors were disabled to stop the bridge computer from investigating the area. It only requires a couple of module crossovers to completely isolate the segment from bridge monitoring, then feed in signals from another segment. That way the stupid machines think everything in heaven and earth is wonderful."

"But why blind the bridge to a section of the cargo deck?" he still didn't get the point.

"So that the explosion wasn't registered and damage repair droids weren't sent in. The ship couldn't be seen to be deliberately crippled, it had to be seen as a cargo shift caused by poor maintenance or a technical malfunction." VanFlanden paused for a reaction from his colleague.

"Explosion? Who'd want to cripple the ship?" Jonus wondered where he was getting this notion from.

"The company or someone inside it has decided that the parts are worth more than the whole. Our cargo is worth a fortune on the black market. Far more than the contracted price at the refinery, and of course the ship and cargo are insured separately to spread the risk." VanFlanden waited for an understanding response.

"You're kidding! Sabotage?" Jonus's head buzzed with the  stresses he was trying to cope with.

"I'm certain Ericsson was the one. He certainly has the seniority and had the opportunity two weeks ago, and he almost succeeded in covering his tracks."

"Opportunity to do what?"

"Blow a hole in the gravity feeders just big enough to start heating up the cargo."

“Then what?"

"He knew there'd eventually be cargo recombination and we'd have to jettison part or all of it. Then someone comes by at a later date to offload uncontaminated cargo."

"How do you know the explosion wasn't a hardware failure? An overload of some sort."

"Leaving anti-matter residue? No one is stupid enough to play around with even a microgram of that stuff on a freighter carrying 800 Megatonnes of super explosive. It must have been a deliberate detonation. Probably a shaped charge primary, then smaller secondary s along the distribution duct to make sure."

"So what went wrong?" Jonus was coming around to his way of thinking.

"Nothing. It worked to plan until a bloody droid got itself squashed in a door." 'Ahh the best laid plans.' VanFlanden thought to himself. 'Never let anything mechanical know you're depending on it.'

"So where does that leave us?"

"Being dragged at 40km/hr in pitch darkness, micro gravity and zero atmospheric pressure." VanFlanden wasn't sure what the next step was going to be, but he wanted out of the suit and he wanted to talk to Blue shift.

Four minutes later the escape system slowed them down automatically as they approached the lock. Emergency lighting illuminated the doors and the hand holds on the tunnel wall as they gently came to a halt and both men unclipped from the rail and pulled themselves down to the door access panel.

VanFlanden reached it first and hit the open button. When the door had slid against its backstop they both pulled themselves inside the lock. Two pairs of clip boots and fatigues were waiting and after 60 seconds the chamber had achieved normal air pressure, and its machine voice informed them over the comlink.

"Atmospheric pressure is now normal, you may remove your helmets."

"God that's better." Jonus took off his helmet and scratched his sweaty head all over with both hands.

VanFlanden rubbed his eyes and wiped a dewdrop from the end of his nose onto the back of his gloved hand. They both breathed sighs of relief.

Suddenly the internal door slid back and simultaneously there was a flash and a discharge whine as a small calibre Blaster was fired in their direction. The round hit Jonus in the neck. It burned easily through soft tissue and bone, and embedded itself in the bulkhead behind him. He tumbled head over heels backwards like a discarded rag doll. Before his body had completed one revolution, a second round left the weapon aimed at VanFlanden. Instinctively with the first discharge, he'd
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