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	PRESSURE PULLING at me, flinging me up and down, straining against my arms, legs and back. Spinning me around. I’m trapped, unable to move—like I’m tied to the mast of a ship in a raging sea.

	What the hell?

	I sense my consciousness returning, a light slowly growing in the distance. This is not waking up—I’ve been drugged. A powerful sedative is squatting in my system—I sense it as a cloying, swirling cloud. I focus my awakening mind upon the narcotic, directing it towards my liver, increasing my metabolism and sifting the offending chemical from my blood. Finally, I’m able to force back the shroud of darkness and open my one remaining eye.

	I find myself in a long, coffin-like box. But this is no burial, I recognise it for what it is… a one-man escape pod. I’m wearing my skinsuit, my breath magnified by a flimsy helmet. 

	Everything is fuzzy. Whatever narcotic has been used on me has temporarily affected my memory.

	I twist around, releasing my arms, and I’m hit with a fresh burst of gees. The pod is on autopilot and struggling. I bring up the HUD and, within seconds, I’ve got the craft under control.

	I pass my eye over the readouts and baulk at what I see. I’m in hyperspace—no one launches a pod outside of normal space, not unless you have a death wish. The conclusion is a simple one—someone wanted to get rid of me. I’ve been drugged, placed in a pod and forcibly jettisoned. 

	A beep on the com and a familiar voice. “Judging by the way that pod is handling, you must be awake. Good, I was getting worried.”

	A name slams into my frontal cortex. Stranng. And with that name, my memories come flooding back. The Company. Being snatched from my colony ship. The Zeta Karst labs and that goddamn lunatic, Frederix.

	“What the hell did you do to me?” The answer flashes into my mind almost immediately. Shereena. The ship’s over-qualified medic. She arrived at my quarters earlier—a smile on her face. I’d been too much of a sap to bother reading her. That’s what you get when you trust someone. And, of course, I’m cursed with vanity. I was consumed by nervousness and excitement—who doesn’t feel like that before climbing into bed with someone new? We were kissing and… she stuck a damn needle in my neck.

	“I’m sorry,” Stranng continues.

	I’m not physically close enough to read his intent but I know the man well enough to realise he doesn’t mean it. 

	“Orders from above. Some damn Company grandee, even higher than your pay grade. Seems like they know what a son-of-a-bitch you are. That’s why we drugged you. To make sure you complied. I can’t say I was unhappy to get out of that airlock you imprisoned me in. Nor to get you off my ship.”

	I’m used to tight spaces… who isn’t? Even the literal ones like the one I’m presently in. Ship and habitat living is mostly cramped, but I’ve suffered worse. All due to those damn internment camps I was forced to grow up in—before the Company and its rivals decided to ignore Earth’s Decree of Genetic Manipulation. ‘Internment Camp’ was a pretty phrase for prison—and not that pretty. Where I spent my formative years with the other Skilled. Punishment for minor infringements was draconian. I spent days in the choky, a box hardly bigger than the ship I’m flying in. It made no difference that we were only kids, although I preferred it in there. To me it was a goddamn reward. I’ve always preferred my own company. No wonder I got into trouble so often.

	“If the Company wants me dead, why not just kill me?”

	“That’s the point,” Stranng replies. “The Company needs you to be very much alive. Although I don’t rate your chances.”

	I take in the information with little emotion. “Okay, give it to me straight. Why am I in this flying coffin?”

	“Because only small ships can manoeuvre in hyperspace without breaking up. It’s taken all my skill to get you this close. Everything was primed and operational in your pod before we booted you off the ship.”

	“Close to what?”

	“You’re to dock with another vessel.”

	“In hyperspace? Are you insane?” The only reply is static. “What damn vessel?”

	“Widen your nav-beams.”

	I do as he says, and I’m surprised to spot a blurred, fluid outline like an extended blob. All com-signals are compromised in hyperspace, yet I can tell it’s a design I’ve never seen before. Smaller and compact. I’m closing in on it fast.

	“That’s Ariadne. Some kind of experimental warship.” Stranng explains. “The fore-runner for a new fleet. Or so they hoped. The ship cut all coms and launched itself into hyperspace an hour ago and refused every attempt to contact her. Space knows what’s happening on board. But we received this message…”

	There’s a crackle over the com and then I hear the tell-tale emergency call-sign of a vessel in trouble:

	 

	Mayday! Mayday! Mayday! This is the CS Ariadne. Urgent assistance needed. The ship has locked us out of all systems. Repeat. We are locked out of all navigational and control systems. Additional. Unknown agencies aboard have shot and killed—

	 

	“Is that all? I don’t get it. The ship locked out the crew? How?”

	“Ariadne is a bioship. An organic computer is running the show over there.”

	“You mean they’re playing around with bio-computing? That’s supposed to be illegal.”

	“‘Supposed’ goes a long way with the Company. You Skilled were illegal once, remember?”

	I laugh through gritted teeth. A bio-computer can mean only one thing—the goal for computer consciousness is still alive and the Company has only gone and put one in charge of a goddamn warship. Nice. And if you’re gonna build an organic computer intelligence, look no further than the human brain. The only problem? Humans are not that reliable. It sounds like another mess of the Company’s making, a mess that I’m not motivated to solve.

	“And here’s the rub…” Stranng continues. “The Ariadne is heading for rival company space.”

	I know the Company inside and out. There’s no way they’d let one of their ships cross into competing territory. Especially something experimental with a cash value to the opposition. It’s that which concerns the Company grandees who put me in this position. “I guess your orders are to destroy the ship before she crosses over to the enemy, yeah?”

	“You’ve got just under two and a half hours, otherwise it’s boom-boom time.”

	“What the hell am I supposed to do over there? I’m only one guy, even if I am a Skilled.”

	“I’m sure you’ll figure something out. Your type always does. Perhaps they want you to talk the ship down? Who knows or cares? I just follow orders. I’m also to warn you that there may be rival agents aboard or even terrorists.”

	“Terrorists?” 

	“The Company has tried to keep what I’m about to tell you hush-hush. There’s been a spate of high-profile assassinations over the last few months. Grandees and VIPs. Some say there’s a new terrorist group responsible for what’s been happening. They call themselves Neo-Dawn. And, as it happens, there was a VIP event on board the Ariadne before this ass-mess kicked off, so watch yourself over there. It’s either a malfunction, sabotage or a full-out hijack. Either way, you’ve one job and one job only. Stop the damn ship and pull it out of hyperspace.” Stranng laughs down the com. It ain’t a pretty sound.

	“And what if I refuse?”

	“You don’t exactly have a choice.”

	“How did I know you were gonna say that? The Company must be desperate. The chances of successfully docking a ship in hyperspace are—”

	“You’re the resourceful type… so I’m upping your odds to one in ten.”

	“That optimistic huh?”

	“I’ve never heard of it being done before and no skin off my nose either way. You’ll find a programmed wafer stuffed down your skinsuit. See it as a goodbye gift.”

	“You’re all heart.”

	“Remember, you’ve just under two and a half hours to get the job done. Midnight, ship’s time. Or thereabouts. I’ll leave it to the last second—you have my word on that. But you’ve got a bigger problem. You must first dock with the Ariadne to get aboard. Another reason why the Company chose a Skilled—a mere human wouldn’t stand a chance.”

	“It’s always nice to be wanted. Anything else?”

	“Nothing much. The wafer also comes with a complete ship’s roster. There’s forty-three souls aboard.”

	“And that’s it?”

	“Maybe the Company isn’t comfortable sending you any more info. Or maybe that’s all they could manage in the time frame. Make the best of it. You’ll be passing out of com range any moment. You’ll be on your own.” A pause. “Good luck…. You’re gonna need—” A crackle and Stranng is gone.

	“Thanks.”

	I take a look at the navicom. The blob of the bioship is getting nearer. I’ll have to fly in close using sight rather than instrumentation. Stranng wasn’t kidding when he gave me a one in ten chance. These pods are difficult enough to manoeuvre in normal space. I’m not sure my piloting skills will be up to the task. Luckily, I’m a whizz on the stick. If I’m gonna survive, I’ll need a big slice of luck. I decide to shorten the odds. I increase blood flow to brain and hands and, immediately, I can hear the reassuring thump of my heart in my ears. 

	All ships in hyperspace create a wake around them, like the disturbed air behind any atmospheric vehicle but significantly worse. The closer I get to the Ariadne, the more wake I will experience from her. Any fluctuation that I can’t account for will send me careening away—or even kick me back into regular space. Either way, my pod will break up instantly…

	My fingers dance over the primitive control panel—making constant adjustments and realignments. I boost the engines and gently edge closer to my target, bringing up the pod’s external camera and I see the Ariadne for the first time. 

	Stranng was right. She ain’t a normal looking ship. The Company is all about cheap, mass-produced modules. Different components bolted together with no thought for aesthetics. The Ariadne is curved and stylish, although I’m too close to see all of her. The Snag Drive array is what surprises me the most. It spreads out from the Ariadne like the legs of a spider. I’ve seen this configuration before. It’s not normally used on military ships. The array is too vulnerable to attack, although it’s fast and the most stable design for hyperspace. I have no time for contemplation. No matter how pleasing she looks, the Ariadne is creating quite a wake. With no schematics, I’m blind—her docking bay could be anywhere. I slow my speed, allowing the Ariadne to pull my pod along behind her and, using only the view from the distorted camera feed, I search the smooth, elegantly proportioned ship for a way inside.

	And there it is. The cargo dock. A small opening in her stern.

	My heart lurches and I have to concentrate hard to reduce its insistent beating. Flying this close to a ship in hyperspace is akin to suicide. The only chance I have is to line up the pod, hit the engines hard and try to punch my way through Ariadne’s swirling wake. 

	And if I should make it? 

	How in space am I gonna stop from crashing? Whether I get inside the cargo dock or not, this ain’t gonna be pretty.

	I work quickly with the navicom, superimposing the lines of the hyperspatial wake over the crackling camera feed. They ebb and flow—like storm waves slamming into a rocky cove. Every now and then there’s a lull. A repeating pattern. It’s what I’m looking for. I watch and wait, knowing I’ve only got one shot at this. I must hope my prediction of the next lull is correct. 

	My heart wants to beat faster again. This time I let it thump away, sending a signal to my adrenal glands to flood my bloodstream with the adrenaline I’m gonna need to make those precise, speedy manoeuvres. The last wave in the repeating cycle swirls through hyperspace and I punch the engines. I’m slammed by many gees, the adrenaline giving me the energy and the power to keep my hands over the controls, while the Ariadne grows on the screen.

	The docking bay is only a couple of hundred feet away.

	I’m gonna bloody well make it.

	I wait to the very last moment. The pod enters the bay and I hit the reverse thrusters, slamming me with even more gee. Lights swirl in front of me. I push more oxygen and blood into my brain and try to steer the pod to a stop. 

	Shit!

	I’m going too fast. The inner hull of the Ariadne flies towards me and I smash right into it.
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	I PUSH my eye open and my mind is punched with a hard fist of terror mixed with pain, and something akin to madness. A swirl of out-of-control emotions trying to thrust themselves deep inside my mind. Invasive, powerful, and all-consuming. I’m under attack from another Skilled—but like no Skilled I’ve ever felt before. The emotions are too raw, too unhinged, and reckless. I bring up my wall just in time, the barricade I use to isolate myself from other empaths. It’s a struggle. Like trying to dam an angry, storm-ridden sea. Somehow, I manage to push it back, to hold my ground. I slowly drive those feelings out of my mind until there’s nothing left behind except a single word…

	Ariadne.

	I take a few calming breaths. I’m shocked but okay. I can still feel Ariadne pushing at me, but now those emotions are muffled and distant and I can see them for what they are. This was no attack, but a dreadful scream of empathic madness.

	What the hell did the Company do here?

	There is only one conclusion that makes any sense. Ariadne, the bioship’s brain, is an empathic entity like me. A Skilled, or some distorted version of one, but broadcasting on a more massive scale. 

	I need to find out more about Ariadne, about what happened here. To do that, I’d have to let the ship back inside my head and that ain’t gonna happen again soon. Not if I want to preserve my sanity. Besides, keeping her at bay is sapping at my strength. Like trying to hold up a block of crushing granite.

	Stranng gave me to midnight to solve this thing. I’m not sure I can resist Ariadne’s powerful mind for that long. I now get why the Company wanted me aboard…

	Using a Skilled to catch a Skilled. 

	Taking a few soothing breaths, I reassess the situation. I’ve still got a job to do and the quicker I do it the better. Ariadne or no. I force my mind to concentrate on where I am and what I’m doing. On the smashed pod’s readouts—which are all flashing red. 

	I do a quick damage assessment of my own systems. No broken bones or internal injuries, although I have a lot of non-essential tissue damage. My helmet readout tells me my oxygen is in the amber. I don’t have that long before my air is gonna run out. I need to get inside the ship asap. 

	Still… I damn well made it.

	 I imagine Stranng’s consternation. He can’t know I survived but even his compromised readouts would tell him I got inside the docking bay. That’s one in the eye for him. The bigger danger was from Ariadne herself. I doubt he knew what he was sending me into.

	I jettison the pod hatch, helped by a few kicks, and drop heavily on to the floor. I’m still full of adrenaline and, behind its haze, I can feel a growing ache. No matter how much the pod protected me, high-gee impacts are not to be sneezed at. It’s gonna hurt and hurt bad. I tune down my pain but not enough to numb myself. Hurt is a motivating force and besides, it’s my early warning system.

	I stand on shaky legs. I’m still emaciated after my time spent in hypersleep before Stranng ‘rescued me’. I’m functional… just. I’m met by a scene of devastation. Two battered and smashed transports lie in pieces. Bits of their internal components scattered about the docking area like the aftermath of a tornado. One side of the bay is scored by the impact of my arrival. Where the pod slammed into it, I guess—now a crushed, battered mess. I’ll say one thing for the Company, their escape pods are better designed than their ships. They’re usually only accessible to those with suitable rank. Self-preservation is very important to the Company, for those certain, important few that is. Hence the advanced dampening field stopping me from being pulped by all those gees of impact.

	The possibility of a ship crashing into the cargo bay is not one the Company or any organisation ignores. The inner airlock is accessible via a sturdy, blast and crash-proof bulkhead. This ain’t no basic shield—it’s covered with something I’ve never seen on a Company ship, a beautiful etching of a vast spider sitting within an intricate web. The ship I glimpsed from hyperspace.

	Ariadne. 

	A goddess from Greek myth. She oversaw the sacrificial labyrinth wherein lurked the Minotaur. I’m no Theseus, that’s for sure. If I have to slay a beast with the body of a man and the head of a bull, I’m sure gonna be pissed. In comparison to what the Company has done here on this bioship, the myth of the minotaur is small beans. 

	If there’s any monster aboard this ship, it’s Ariadne herself.

	I shake my head and enter the airlock. The heavy outer-hatch slides shut behind me. I punch the recycle. Nothing happens. 

	Huh?

	I punch it again and still no reaction. There’s no way the pod caused damage this far inside the ship. The airlock must’ve been shut down, deactivated intentionally. Alarm bells sound in my mind. With what happened with Ariadne’s disturbed mind, I forgot what I was getting myself into. If I can’t get inside the ship, I’ve no chance of solving what’s beyond the airlock door and no chance at surviving longer than the air left in my suit.

	I walk to the internal airlock door and peer out of the window, a small rounded portal. A young, petite female in fatigues—a Company ensign—lies on her back in the corridor beyond, like she fell where she was standing. I can’t tell if she is alive or dead… but I don’t hold out much hope. Her face is blotched, a bloated, purple tongue sticking out of her mouth like she’s been strangled. If she hasn’t perished, she soon will. My intuition tells me the girl was gassed by something nasty.

	“What the fuck have you done here, Ariadne?” I whisper to myself. 

	Suddenly, getting out of the airlock and into the ship, doesn’t seem like such a good idea any more. My skinsuit will protect me from any surface contaminants, but my air won’t last forever. At some point, I’ll have to breathe the ship’s atmosphere. 

	The flash of shadows and two figures come hurrying into the outer airlock area, young kids barely out of their teens, wearing what look like low-ranking, ceremonial fleet personnel uniforms of white and orange although they’re unfastened, sweaty and smudged. They carry rifles nestled into their shoulders, eyeing down the barrels and see me at once, the guns swivelling in my direction. I’ve nowhere to hide and do the only thing I can do. I shrug and raise my hands. I guess crashing my escape pod into the docking bay didn’t go unnoticed.

	One of the kids, short, sweaty looking with greased, slicked-back, black hair and equally greasy features, edges towards the airlock door and presses the com. “Who the hell are you? And how did you get aboard?” he blurts, an intense expression creasing his youthful face. 

	By the sublieutenant insignia on his cuffs, I guess he’s the leader of this twosome. He’s so short and stocky that his rifle is as big as he is. 

	The other kid stands tall and gangly at his side, sweat dripping down his face. He’s a good-looking, short-haired blonde with striking, almost noble features. Intense blue eyes stare out of a face full of sadness and woe. Whatever has gone down on this ship has badly affected him. He wears the insignia of ensign, the fleet entry rank. 

	I realise they are just teenagers. They seem younger somehow. Maybe it’s the fear etched into their faces. One thing is for sure, they don’t look like hijackers. I drop my arms and patch my helmet into the airlock com. “You guys gonna let me aboard or what?”

	The diminutive sublieutenant stabs his rifle in my direction. “I said, who are you? Answer the damn question!” His voice is no match for his words. Squeaky and stress-filled. He looks past me to see if I’m on my own. 

	“Who do you think I am?” I reply bullishly. “The Company ain’t gonna let this ship fly away without sending in one of their top operatives. That happens to be me.” 

	The kid looks confused. I try and make things a little easier for him. “Open the door! That’s a direct order from your superior. Go inform the Strategist that I’m aboard. I want to talk to someone in charge, asap!”

	The sublieutenant pulls back for a one-to-one with his blonde friend. While they chat, I take a guess that whatever went down on this ship hasn’t helped their mood. Judging by their shaking heads, I’m betting they’re less than keen about my arrival.

	I want to try and read them, but that would let Ariadne back into my mind. And that’s not ever going to happen. I can feel her madness crawling at the edge of my sensibilities, her tentacles writhing and probing. That would be suicide. I’ve become just as blind, just as ordinary as the next sucker—almost.

	Another individual arrives in the airlock area. A tall, burly man in his forties, his skin light brown and greasy, with greying, curly hair that spills onto his vast shoulders. He wears the stained overalls of an engineer. He pulls up short when he sees me. I can tell by his shocked reaction that, even with my eye-patch and my one visible eye, he knows what I am. 

	“Who are you?” I ask over the com. He ignores me and strides over to the sublieutenant and joins in the discussion. His arrival results in more shaking heads and the flinging of arms. Disagreement. This carries on for some time until the big guy with the grey curly hair spins around and lumbers purposely towards the airlock. The Company grunts don’t like this one bit. “Stand down, Hewlis!” the sublieutenant shouts, raising his gun.

	Hewlis doesn’t listen.

	“I’ll shoot!” the sublieutenant yells like a petulant child. “You know I will!”

	The engineer raises his hands and stops, his lived-in eyes staring at me in apology. “The Company sent him here!” he rasps. “Can’t you see that?”

	“So, not everyone aboard this ship is an idiot,” I say over the com.

	“Shut your mouth!” the sublieutenant shouts at me.

	“You gotta let him out, Drex,” Hewlis pleads. “We need all the help we can get.”

	A low beep from my skinsuit helmet and the amber air readout flashes red. “If you don’t let me out of here soon, I’m gonna run out of oxy—”

	The greasy-haired kid, Drex, offs the com. What happens next is another intense argument, but Drex and his friend outnumber Hewlis two to zero. Two guns that is. Which will win most arguments. As for me, the result ain’t that good. Hewlis doesn’t want to give up without a fight, but it’s as I said—guns always win out—especially if a pair of grunts wield them. 

	I don’t get it? I hit the ship with quite a clunk. Why would the strategist send down a couple of green-ass low rankers and an engineer to go check it out? The answer ain’t a palatable one. The Strategist is dead or injured.

	Drex and the blonde kid escort a scowling Hewlis away.

	The red flashing in my helmet becomes insistent.

	Damn! The last thing I expected was to get stopped at the first hurdle. I’m hoping Drex and the rest have gone to find someone with more authority to sort this out. I have no choice but to wait. With my air running low, that ain’t gonna be easy. But I ain’t one of the Skilled for nothing. 

	I sit down, propping myself against the airlock wall, slowing my heart and respiration, closing everything down other than my vital systems. I can survive in a self-induced coma for an hour or two without oxygen. Not that this ship has that long. Hopefully, whoever’s in charge will come get me before that time runs out. 

	I concentrate on my heartbeat—now a distant thud. Filling the time between each extended beat with small bursts of brain electricity. I leave the airlock behind and enter a deep meditative state…
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	SOMEONE IS slapping my face. I open my eyes to see Hewlis standing over me, his brown eyes flashing with concern. My heart lurches back into scudding action and quickly I throw up my wall. This time I’m ready for Ariadne’s invasive and insane mind. It’s still a struggle, but I push her quickly away. I take a deep breath of warm ship air. Despite any worries about gas or poison, I’m instantly re-energised. If there’s something nasty in the ship’s atmosphere, I can’t smell it.

	“Thanks,” I say, pushing myself angrily to my feet, legs creaking with the effort.

	“Don’t thank me,” Hewlis replies, towering over me like a bear. “I didn’t open the airlock. You look terrible.”

	“I’ll survive,” I bark back at him, breathing heavily. “I’m Vatic. And that’s what I’m famous for… surviving.”

	“Vatic.” He repeats the word mechanically.

	 “Yeah, just Vatic. Don’t overuse it.”

	Sublieutenant Drex pushes the tired-looking engineer aside. “How come you’re still alive?” he asks, sounding disappointed. “Your suit was in the red.”

	“Like I said, I don’t kill that easy. I guess it was you who let me out? Cos that was a good decision.”

	Drex shrugs, a confused expression on his youthful face. “Not me,” he says, his voice an exaggerated squeak. “The airlock opened by itself. We thought you were dead.”

	I glance over to the sad-looking blonde kid. “What’s your name?”

	He points his rifle at me. “Ensign Murton Boyd.” 

	His voice is full of emotion. The kid is choked. 

	What the hell has gone down here?

	I turn my attention back to Drex. “Just how fucking old are you both?”

	“You can’t talk to us like that!” he bleats. 

	“I’ll talk to a little piss-ant like you any way I want. I haven’t forgotten that it was you who left me in the airlock to suffocate to death.”

	Drex stares into my one, wired, manic-looking eye and I see that same flicker of recognition I’ve had all my life. “You… you really are a Skilled,” he says.

	My eyes, like all others of my breed, have a certain look. Like we’re on drugs. Manic almost. And even though the range of colours match those of regular humans, our eyes have an intensity that is difficult to ignore. Mine are a bright, wired, and startling blue. Although, I’ve only got one on show. 

	“Of course he’s a Skilled!” Hewlis replies with exasperation. “I told you what he was. Not that you believed me. Who else could get aboard a ship during hyperspace and still be alive after his suit’s oxygen ran out? They’re a breed apart.” He flashes his brown eyes in my direction. “No offence.”

	I shrug. “You’d have to try a lot harder to offend me.” The issue with the airlock and who decided to let me out, can wait for now. I have far more important concerns. “Listen up,” I say. “The Ariadne is heading towards rival Company space which means that if we don’t stop her and stop her soon, we’re all gonna go boom-boom.” I’m using Stranng’s words—I want to be sure the message gets across without any confusion.

	The news hits Drex and his young friend hard. Hewlis grits his teeth, his grizzled lower jaw rising to form a grimace. Hopefully the information will focus their minds. I need everyone working together if we’re gonna get out of this mess.

	“What do you mean, go boom-boom?” Drex asks.

	“Where do you think I came from? A puff of damn smoke? A Company ship is shadowing the Ariadne out there in hyperspace. I happen to know the Strategist in charge. He’s got one hell of a twitchy trigger finger, you get me, Sublieutenant?”

	Drex doesn’t like being talked to like this, that much is obvious. 

	I pull myself up to my full-diminutive height and take a deep breath. “I need to know what’s been going on here. You can start by telling me why there’s a dead body outside the airlock.”

	“You’re not giving the orders around here,” Drex says, bristling as if this is a playground power play. “You’re under arrest until I say otherwise. Skilled or not.”

	“And what gives you the authority to put me in chains?” I ask, aware of a cloying heat. Company ships are normally a lot cooler. No wonder Boyd and Drex are sweating like pigs. 

	“Our Strategist and all other senior officers are dead,” Hewlis explains calmly. “Sublieutenant Drex here, is the only surviving fleet officer of rank.” He raises his eyebrows at me in a way that says the kid ain’t up to the job, but I can see that for myself.

	“Dead?” I take in the information with an annoyed shake of my head. I’ll find out exactly how they died later. First, I need to stamp my authority. “I’m taking command as of now,” I say to Drex. “You get me?”

	A relieved smile passes over Hewlis’ ruddy face.

	Drex shakes his head. “No way. You don’t look like no Company Grandee to me. Where’s your uniform? Where’s your ID?”

	I point to my one remaining eye. “This is all the ID I fucking need.”

	Drex ain’t impressed. “You don’t have the rank, you don’t have—”

	I slap the kid in the face. 

	Drex is shocked, his eyebrows furrowing, fingers tightening on his rifle. 

	I slap him a second time and a third, jabbing a quick elbow into his guts, and, with a twist of my other hand, his rifle is in my possession.

	Boyd shouts, his gun now pointing at my head but he’s uncertain. 

	“Like I said, I’m taking command.” I slam the rifle back in to Drex’s hands. “Attention, Sublieutenant!” I bark.

	Drex stands there, motionless, a look of suppressed anger twisting at his face.

	“Listen up! My name is Vatic, I’m a full member of the Secondary Executive, giving me authority over you, your warrant officer, your strategist, and the goddamn rear admiral of the Company fleet if it comes to that. Which means that when I say jump, you jump, you get me?”

	Drex makes the wise decision and draws himself to reluctant attention—but I haven’t broken him yet. In response, Boyd drops the rifle to his side and dutifully salutes. Like I’ve always said, grunts prefer someone with real authority in charge.

	I push through them, exit the airlock, and go over to the body on the floor—the girl I spotted earlier. A blackened tongue sticks out of her mouth, like a frozen scream, her eyes wide open and staring with a look of terror—a clear sign of asphyxiation. Like I thought, she’s dead. But even though her body lies outside the airlock, she hasn’t died from depressurisation. There are no tell tell-tale skin blemishes—just blotchy patches. A toxin of some kind.

	“How many other survivors?”

	“Seven,” Hewlis answers.

	“Seven?” I turn towards him. “Out of forty-three?”

	The engineer shrugs, his mammoth shoulders rising and falling in a practised gesture. “I guess so.”

	“You said the Strategist and the other officers are dead. Did they all die like this?”

	Drex draws breath to speak but I’m still pissed at him for leaving me to die in the airlock. “Not you,” I say. I turn my attention to Boyd, who seems a lot more relaxed about me being in charge. “What happened, kid?”

	“It started a little over two hours ago,” Boyd answers, tears forming in the corners of his eyes, his voice thick with emotion. “Twenty-hundred hours ship time. The air supply was poisoned. Some kind of gas, I guess, sir,”

	“You sure that’s what it was?”

	Boyd nods, a distraught look crossing his face. “We were heading towards the Hospitality Suite on ceremonial duties for tonight’s VIP party. You know the type of thing? Stand by the doors looking smart when…”

	“When what, Ensign?” I bark.

	Drex and Boyd swap glances.

	“Out with it!”

	“We were in the ship’s elevator, sir,” Boyd says. “It’s off-limits, but… but we were late and thought it would be quicker than the stairs. We walked inside, the doors closed and… the thing got stuck between floors. When the elevator finally started moving again, we emerged to find everybody dead and a strange smell in the air.”

	The tears that were forming in Boyd’s eyes, now drip down his cheek in twin streams. He wipes them away with the back of his hand.

	“You okay, recruit?”

	He nods. Whatever happened aboard the Ariadne has hit him hard. Maybe too hard. “The other survivors, where are they?”

	“In Hospitality,” Hewlis replies, the engineer’s large brown eyes red with tiredness. “That’s where we left them when Drex ordered me to try and break into the bridge with him and Boyd.”

	I take in the information with a nod of my head. Something doesn’t feel right here. I remember the wafer stuffed inside my skinsuit and pull it free, tapping the screen into life. It’s just as Stranng said, a roster of names and ranks—forty-three of them, and not more than a paragraph or two about each. Is this all I’ve been given to work with? …Shit! 

	I glance at the time:

	 

	21:52

	 

	Two hours to midnight, give or take. To solve this thing. I wonder if I can last that long under the terrible assault of Ariadne’s mind.

	I access the roster again. The wafer tells me nothing extra about Drex or Boyd other than they’re fleet low-rankers just starting out. Drex’s promotion to sublieutenant was nothing special—regular career progression for a keen recruit. And Drex is the keen type, that’s for sure.

	I breathe deeply. The ship air is warmer than normal and smells stale with a hint of antiseptic—missing the all-pervading stink of sweat and piss. “What happened to the toxin?”

	Boyd shrugs, pulling himself together. “Whatever was in the air dissipated, I guess.”

	“If everyone is dead, who’s flying the ship?”

	“No one is flying the Ariadne!” Drex blurts, unable to keep quiet. “The bridge is in lockdown and the security
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