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      Her feet resting on her desk, Carys was about to idly turn the page of her book when her falcon friend, Loki, swept down from her shoulder and did it for her.

      “Thanks.” She would have petted him, but Loki hated it. He seemed to think petting was beneath him. How had he known she’d read to the bottom of the page? She wouldn’t have been surprised to discover he was reading too.

      Loki had settled on her shoulder once more, leaning slightly forward, his sharp eyes focused on the book, when the door to Carys’s office flew open.

      The Bres’s purser, Kate Lineton, burst in. Fury burning in her eyes, she snapped, “Ellis, what the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      Carys slowly straightened up. “Er… working?” She put her book face down on her desktop, leaving it open so she didn’t lose her place. Loki’s talons gripped tightly.

      “Very hard at work,” Lineton scoffed. “Is your comm broken or did you deliberately turn it off?”

      “Uhh…” Carys’s hand crept to the button on her uniform. “Looks like I forgot to turn it on this morning. Whoops.”

      “Yeah, whoops. You just made me walk across the entire ship to speak to you.” Lineton strode to the desk and snatched up the book. “What is this thing?” She closed it and peered at the front and back covers.

      Carys gave a small sigh. “It’s a book. A novel. It’s about⁠—”

      “It’s a piece of old junk. I can’t believe anyone would be stupid enough to waste their baggage allowance on a freaking antique. But what else should I expect from a zookeeper?”

      “This isn’t a zoo,” Carys growled softly. “It’s an aviary. They’re not the same.”

      Maybe the purser had somewhat of a right to be annoyed. Carys had to admit she hadn’t exactly been working. But ignorance about something so important and easy to understand as the difference between a zoo and an aviary was not forgiveable.

      Lineton tossed the book to the desk. “Zoo, aviary. Who gives a shit?”

      Carys’s jaw muscle twitched.

      “I’m assigning you new duties,” the purser announced. “Most of our passengers disembarked months ago at Prime. Your visitor count must be nearly zero. I can’t believe I let you slip under the radar for so long. As of today your zoo is closed. Shut everything down and report to the sanitation coordinator within an hour. You can help with the sanobot crisis. One hour, Ellis. I’ll be checking.”

      “What?! I can’t shut the place down. Birds are living creatures. They need constant care.”

      Lineton was already on her way to the door. “Then you’ll have to do it in your free time.”

      “I won’t have any free time if⁠—”

      “Figure it out.”

      Lineton was gone.

      Carys sank back into her seat. “What a bitch.”

      Loki pecked comfortingly at her hair.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Carys jerked the mop from the bucket, slopping water over the sides, and thrust it into the wringer. Cursing under her breath and imagining that the lump of sodden threads was Lineton, she pressed and twisted the mop viciously. The water in the bucket was dirty, as grey and murky as her mood. The floor wouldn’t be any cleaner after she’d mopped it, but she didn’t care.

      So what if the sanobots were breaking down left, right and centre? Why was that her problem? She was a bird expert. A raptor specialist. Not a cleaner, and certainly not a cleaner of ship’s heads.

      An idea popped into her mind.

      She smiled.

      She lifted the mop and casually tapped the bucket with her foot.

      The bucket wobbled.

      She gave it another knock, harder this time.

      It toppled over, and dirty water flooded out in a wave, soaking her boots.

      “Whoa!” a voice exclaimed.

      Carys looked up.

      Setia Zees was at the open door, gaping at the mess. She was wearing her signature leather jacket, looking cool in dead animal skin as usual. “What the…?” Her gaze rose to meet Carys’s. “What are you doing?”

      The water was disappearing through drainage grids.

      Damn.

      She’d forgotten about those. “What does it look like? What are you doing?”

      Setia stepped gingerly across the wet deck towards one of the toilets. “Isn’t it obvious? So they have you cleaning now? I heard about the sanobot emergency. Didn’t know they’d roped you into dealing with it. I hate to say it, but you don’t seem to be doing a very good j…” She halted and regarded Carys with an amused look. “You knocked over that bucket on purpose, didn’t you? You’re hoping that if you screw up enough, they’ll leave you alone. Let you go back to your birds. Am I right?”

      Carys shrugged. “It’s worth a try.”

      “Well, good luck. I can’t say I blame you. It’s not the most glamorous duty.”

      “If I’d known I’d wind up doing this I’d never have joined the crew.”

      “Could be worse. You could be living on Talman Prime, World of Endless Rain.”

      “With a bunch of rich morons. True.” Carys picked up the overturned bucket and set it straight. As Setia disappeared into the toilet, she asked, “How’s the elf doing? Have you seen her?”

      “You probably shouldn’t call her that.”

      “I don’t. Not to her face anyway. Have you hung out with her recently?”

      Waylis, a native of Prime who had decided to join the Bres’s galactic journey, had been downhearted of late and complaining of homesickness.

      Setia replied through the closed door, “This morning. She’s no better. I don’t think missing Prime is her real problem. Who would miss that place? Her problem is that nearly everyone treats her like a performing monkey. The only thing they’re interested in is her ability to change her physical appearance. They don’t see her as a person.”

      “Shame. It doesn’t help that she looks like an elf too.”

      There was the sound of flushing and the toilet door opened. Setia narrowed her eyes at Carys.

      “What’s that look about? I just told you I don’t call her an elf to her face.”

      Setia crossed to a sanitation pocket and put her hands inside it. “You better not.”

      “Oooh, what are you going to do? Toss me out of an airlock?”

      Turning to face her, Setia replied, “You know, I get that you don’t like mopping floors⁠—”

      “Decks. It’s a deck. We’re on a starship.”

      “But that’s no reason to be mean. You can be nice, Carys. Be nice. Don’t take your frustrations out on other people. Not if you want to keep your friends.”

      Exhaling a heavy breath, Carys returned the mop to the empty bucket. She would have to get more water. “You’re right. It’s this damned job.”

      “They’ll fix the bots soon, I’m sure. Then you can hide yourself away in your aviary again.”

      “I don’t mean this job. I mean the whole belonging to the ship’s crew. Back on Earth, I helped rescue and rehabilitate injured birds of prey, and the sanctuary owner left me alone mostly. She let me get on with it. I could do what I wanted, just about. Here, I’m at everyone’s beck and call, and if some idiot wanders into my aviary and starts messing with the birds I have to be polite and diplomatic.”

      Setia lifted her eyebrows as if she found that hard to imagine.

      “I can be polite and diplomatic.”

      “Okay.”

      “The point is, I’m stuck. If my birds could have lived on Prime I would have been stuck there. Now I’m stuck here. I signed up for the ride and now I can’t get off whenever I want. My contract extends indefinitely until Captain Bujold decides she’s done with me.”

      “I didn’t realise the crew contracts were like that.”

      “I don’t know if they all are, but mine is. At the time, I didn’t think about it. I was too desperate to leave Earth and get away from my past. But if I had to make the same decision again…” Her words petered out.

      “You’re not really stuck, are you? If you get a chance, you can always jump ship.”

      “If I get a chance, and if we find a planet I’d like to live on. But no matter what happens, I can’t return to Earth. Not ever as far as I can tell. My bio-parents are dead thanks to the Crusader Wars, and I’ll never see my adoptive family again.”

      Setia’s expression turned pitying.

      Carys snatched up the mop and bucket. “Anyway,” she said brusquely, “I’d better get back to work or Lineton will think up an even worse punishment for forgetting to turn on my comm.”

      Chuckling, Setia commented, “I bet that’s a daily occurrence.”

      Carys gave a small smile. “Maybe.”

      “Things might look up for you soon. We’re due to arrive in a few days. Maybe one of the worlds of Polaris might make the perfect home.”

      “I doubt it, but who knows?”
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      Carys waited impatiently in the auditorium, anxious to return to the peace and quiet of her aviary. But the lectern on the central stage stood frustratingly empty and the grumbles and chatter of the waiting audience grew louder.

      Rumours of an imminent revelation from Captain Bujold had been circulating the ship for days. The most popular theory was that it had something to do with the reason for the Fleet’s hasty departure from Talman Prime. As soon as the colonists were settled in their new homes, the commanders of the Bres and her sister ships, the Balor and Banba, had made embarrassingly quick farewells and virtually fled the system.

      The nature of the colonisation could have been sufficient explanation for the fast departure. What a farce. A bunch of ageing business moguls and trust fund babies had turned out to not be the ideal candidates for building a new human civilisation in deep space.

      Who could have known?

      It had been a stroke of luck that Prime had been inhabited by a species suspected to be the cousins of humans, and that they’d forgiven the Fleet for attacking them.

      A figure appeared in the auditorium doorway, exciting an immediate hush. Mapper Robins walked to the stage, crossed it and took an empty seat in the front row. Disappointment rippled through the throng. He wasn’t going to speak ahead of the captain.

      Carys watched the old man. As always, his expression was mild, giving nothing away. No doubt he already knew the subject of the announcement. Skein mappers had been excluded from the decision-making process during the failed genocide on Prime, but since then they had been re-admitted to the inner circle.

      The higher-ups had put all the blame for the terrible treatment of the Primians on the late Lieutenant-Colonel Markham, saying the stresses of his position had sent him crazy. Predictably, they were rewriting history. The truth was, all the commanders had gone along with Markham’s plans at first, even Bujold. Carys didn’t trust any of them as far as she could throw them.

      A second figure appeared at the auditorium entrance.

      At last!

      A wave of quiet spread from the scarred, severe features of Captain Bujold as she regarded the crowded room. When all was still, she marched to the lectern. Her gaze swept the rows of watchers from the lowest to highest tiers of seating. “Thank you for coming, everyone. I am not one for speeches, as you may have already noticed. In fact, I contemplated sending out a shipwide statement detailing what I have to tell you today. But I felt that, on this momentous occasion, a written missive would not do justice to the historic, extraordinary nature of what I am about to impart.”

      If the captain’s arrival hadn’t already captured everyone’s attention, these words certainly did. A profound silence reigned as Bujold paused.

      She continued, “There has been much speculation about the true purpose of the Interstellar Fleet. In the years before our departure, pundits argued that the Fleet’s professed objective of settling Talman Prime was a smokescreen for a deeper intent. Three massive starships to only colonise one planet? It was overkill—a remarkable waste of resources.”

      A rare smile played on the captain’s lips. “The pundits were right.”

      Murmurs of surprise disturbed the stillness.

      Bujold waited for the hubbub to subside. “We’re many light years into our journey, and our first task of disembarking most of our passengers is complete. I am finally at liberty to reveal the nature of our mission.” She rested her hands on the lectern. “What I am about to tell you is not news to some. However, for the rest of you I can confirm whispers you may have heard during your time on Earth. The truth is, during various periods of the history of our world, aliens lived among us. We have also encountered them during classified military expeditions into deep space. I am not talking about the Primians, who we guess probably originated on our home planet and are cousins of homo sapiens. I am talking about intelligent species from extra-solar worlds, who most likely evolved hundreds of millennia before humans even existed.”

      Discomfort crawled into Carys’s stomach and she grimaced. Not this shit again.

      “In terms of technological and physical development, we are infants compared to these beings. Their capabilities are simply beyond our comprehension. There is no point in explaining those capabilities. That information isn’t important today. What I can tell you is that one of these species is hostile, and another appears to be benevolent. The generosity of the latter is responsible for the advances humanity has made in recent years, including most of what surrounds you.

      “Another thing I can tell you is, from our limited perspective, these life forms don’t appear to have anything to do with each other. They are extremely advanced and ancient, yet they do not have any organised relationship. This may seem as strange to you as it does to Earth’s political powers. As far as we can tell, neither these nor any other species has formed a galactic governing body. There are no mutually agreed rules or laws relating to acceptable behaviour or anything to help ensure the safety, well-being or advancement of intelligent life.

      “We cannot guess why neither has taken this step. It seems the obvious thing to do. But perhaps our species’ habit of creating institutions and forging productive alliances is unique within the galaxy. Or maybe in the far distant past the attempt was made but failed. Regardless, what I can reveal to you today is that the goal of the Interstellar Fleet is to attempt to build this organisation—to lay the foundations of a new galactic federation.”

      Bujold’s tone filled with added conviction as she went on, “Our mission is to visit planets showing signs of intelligent life, contact their governing bodies, and propose that they join with similarly developed species for their mutual benefit. We will start with Polaris, and then move on to the next system, and the next. It will be a long process. The galaxy is vast and may contain thousands of eligible life forms. This is a task that I will not live to see completed. It is outrageously ambitious. It is, perhaps, halfway between ignorant and insane. Nevertheless, we will attempt it.”

      Her hands fell to her sides and tension left her body like a great weight falling from her shoulders. “That is all I have to say. You will receive a more detailed plan, including your personal role, within the next few minutes. If you have further questions, please address them to the relevant crew member.”

      She stepped from behind the lectern and walked quickly from the stage. The shock permeating the space collapsed. Clamour erupted. The tidal wave of sound was too much for Carys. She rose from her seat and stepped over legs to leave her row.

      A galactic federation?

      An endless journey through space?

      The Fleet had no final destination?

      Worrying about what it all meant, she trotted down the stairs, anxious to leave before getting caught in the general exodus. Setia crossed the stage, heading for Robins. Carys kept her eyes on the two in conversation while she descended. It was impossible to hear what they were saying. Robins looked grave as he spoke and Setia reacted with a frown. As Carys reached the bottom of the stairs they parted and she arrived at the exit the same time as Setia.

      “Some news, huh?” Setia remarked. “Have you checked what you’ll be doing?”

      “What I’ll be…?” Carys recalled Bujold mentioning that everyone would have a role. “No, I’ll have a look in a minute, though I don’t think I’m going to like it. Lineton will probably have me slopping out alien latrines. What were you talking to our mapper about?”

      Setia pulled a face. “I wanted to know what his skeins told him about the mission, particularly our time at Polaris.”

      “I thought you didn’t believe in his predictions.”

      “No, I do, kind of. I think there has to be something in it anyway. I mean, he was right that our activities on Prime had a big impact on how things turned out. If Waylis hadn’t ended up on the Bres she couldn’t have sent down all our data and reverse the direction of the war.” She gave an impish grin. “I just like to tease him about it.”

      “So what did he say about Polaris? What’s his forecast?”

      “He doesn’t have one.”

      “He doesn’t have one? Isn’t it his job to have one?”

      “Every skein he casts comes up wildly different, he says. Even with identical inputs minutes apart. The maps are chaotic and he doesn’t know why, doesn’t know what the problem is. Says it’s the first time he’s seen it happen. And it’s the same for the mappers on the Balor and Banba. None of them has a clue what the future holds.”
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      Waylis put her interface down on her lap and frowned. “It’s weird. I understand most of your words, but sometimes when I read them together in sentences, they don’t seem to make any sense. Your language is hard.”

      “What are you reading?” Carys idly asked, glancing at the door. Her stint of babysitting the Primian was nearly over. Miriam would be here in a few minutes to relieve her, and not a moment too soon. Carys wanted to get back to her birds, who were far more interesting than any person she’d ever met.

      “A poem.”

      “A poem? Bloody hell. I don’t think I can help you with that. Why are you reading poetry?”

      “It’s an old poem. I’m trying to learn more about Earth history. And Polaris.”

      Curiosity overcame Carys’s boredom. “Okay. I give up. What poem covers both Earth history and Polaris?”

      Waylis tutted and shook her head in a characteristically human way. There was no question that her species was closely related to homo sapiens, but Carys couldn’t rid herself of the feeling that Waylis was distinctly other. Not in a creepy way. She was just different. Carys suspected it was this impression that stopped their shipmates from treating Waylis like one of their own, not an obsession with her strange ability as Setia thought.

      Or perhaps they had heard stories of elves, brownies, and other mythological beings as children. It couldn’t be denied that Waylis looked like she’d stepped out of a fairytale.

      Rather than answer the question, she’d walked over to Carys and held up the screen. “The poem doesn’t involve Earth history,” she mildly remonstrated. “It’s just a very old piece of literature. I was looking up information about Polaris, and I learned it was significant to humans for a long time, even before you understood about stars and space.”

      “It was. In my country we call it the North Star. It was used for navigation because it stays in the same place in the night sky. The other stars appear to revolve around it.”

      “Exactly. The steadfast star.” Waylis pointed at lines in the poem.

      By this the northern waggoner had set, his sevenfold team behind the steadfast star.

      “Yeah,” Carys said. “I have no idea what that’s saying.” She frowned. “Except maybe the ‘sevenfold team’ might be the Plough, a constellation that points to the North Star.”

      “Constellation?”

      “A star pattern. People used to group stars into patterns and give them names. Now we know stars that appear to be near each other could actually be thousands of light years apart. And we know Polaris isn’t a single star but three in close proximity, astronomically speaking.”

      “You said that looking at it from Earth it seems to stay in the same place. So steadfast means motionless?”

      “No, more like steady, reliable, loyal. That word has a few meanings.”

      Waylis nodded. “I like it when it’s your turn to keep me company. You answer my questions. If I ask Miriam a question she gives me more things to read. If I ask Setia, she makes jokes.”

      Carys winced. “My turn? You know we’re taking turns to stay with you?”

      “It wasn’t hard to figure it out. Your time with me ends about now, and then Miriam is next to⁠—”

      The door opened.

      “Hi,” Miriam said brightly. “I was just passing and thought I’d stop by for a chat. Fancy seeing you here again, Carys. Have you two been having fun?”

      “You don’t have to pretend,” said Carys. “She knows.”

      “Oh, er…” Miriam’s cheerful expression faltered.

      “I don’t mind,” said Waylis. “I think you’re all very kind, and I’m grateful.”

      “It was Miriam’s idea,” Carys explained, uncomfortable at being included in Waylis’s compliment. In truth, though Miriam had proposed babysitting Waylis, Setia had figuratively twisted Carys’s arm to make her join in.

      “But you’re here,” said Waylis, “and you don’t have to be.”

      “Not for much longer.” Carys rose to her feet.

      She was beating an exit when Miriam said, “Hey, I thought I saw Sheldrake earlier.”

      Carys halted. “You did?”

      The ex-corporal had become an enigmatic figure around the ship. She hadn’t seen him for weeks.

      “Just a glimpse in the refectory. He was leaving. I was about to shout out but decided against it. Do you think I did the right thing?”

      Carys bit her lip. “It’s hard to say. We definitely shouldn’t draw attention to him. On the other hand, he can’t be having much fun sneaking about all the time, worried he’s going to get caught.”

      “Mapper Robins must know he’s aboard,” said Miriam. “He can see everyone in his skeins. He’ll have to let Captain Bujold know sooner or later.”

      “I bet she already knows. She just has bigger fish to fry.”

      Waylis giggled.

      “What’s so funny?” Carys asked. Sheldrake’s position was a difficult one. Ejected from military service due to defying orders and attacking a fellow soldier, he had no place on the ship’s manifest. Somehow, he’d managed to avoid being forcibly disembarked at Prime. This was probably because of the massive upset over the Colonisation Coordinator, Wulandri, attempting the exact same thing. As far as Carys understood, he’d simply been overlooked.

      “What a strange saying,” Waylis replied. “Bigger fish. People aren’t fish and you don’t fry them.”

      “Uhh, returning to the subject…” Carys went on “…arriving at Polaris is going to change everything. Assuming Bujold knows Sheldrake is a stowaway, I suppose she hasn’t bothered with him while we’re en route. I don’t think she would actually space him. But when she has a planet handy, the obvious solution would be to get rid of him on it. I really hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      The man had a lot of qualities. It was a shame he was persona non grata.

      “I hope so too,” Miriam said mournfully, “but I don’t see a way he can return to soldiering, and what else is there for him to do?”

      “Maybe Setia’s working on it.”

      “If she is, she hasn’t let me in on her rescue plan.”

      Loki was calling.

      At some point while Carys had been bringing the bird up, he had either invaded her mind or she’d become overly enmeshed with him. She’d never been able to decide. But she needed to return to her cabin. “I have to go.”

      Leaving the two women, she set off across the ship.

      The minute the richest of the Bres’s passengers had boarded the shuttle that would take them to Prime, there had been a mad scramble for their cabins. Now their owners would no longer be needing them, luxury suites were up for grabs. Every crew member from third-class engineers to high-level officers like Purser Lineton had rushed to long-coveted dwellings and quickly installed their belongings. In some cases, more than one person had their eye on a particular habitation. There had been arguments. Carys had heard of punches being thrown.

      Her requirements were more modest. She hadn’t been forced to compete for her new abode. A two-room place, it was a decided step up from her assigned cabin, yet it wasn’t particularly extravagant. There was enough room for her and Loki, and that was all she needed.

      When she entered her place, he flew from his perch to her shoulder.

      She chuckled and crossed the cabin to the counter-top refrigerator. “What have you been doing while I’ve been gone?”

      Naturally, Loki didn’t answer. He flexed his feet excitedly while she took out a container and opened it. After picking up a ready-prepared strip of meat, she held it between two fingers for Loki to grab with his beak. The little snack soon disappeared and she fed him another couple of pieces.

      When she closed the lid and returned the container to the refrigerator he complained. “Kee kee kee.”

      “If I feed you any more you’ll be as fat as a chicken.”

      Loki had made a full recovery from the time he’d spent on Prime. When she’d first seen him she’d been shocked by his thin, bedraggled state. He’d barely resembled the healthy young kestrel she’d nursed from an egg. The Primians had managed to keep him alive but they clearly knew nothing about birds, let alone falcons. Now he was back to his usual active, curious self.

      She hoped that if Bujold decided one of the worlds of Polaris was suitable for bird life—which would mean the end of the voyage for the aviary-keeper—it would be a good home for Loki.

      “I might not have my family, but at least I have you.”

      He playfully nibbled her ear.
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      Polaris is a triple-star system comprising Polaris Aa, Polaris Ab and Polaris B. Our sister ships will be visiting Polaris B. The mission of the Bres is to investigate a suspected inhabited world of Polaris Ab, the smaller of the paired suns. Ancient astronomical studies indicated the planet has liquid surface water and an atmosphere that contains oxygen, carbon dioxide and methane, and therefore may harbour life.

      However, the Antarctic Project dismissed it as a potential site of colonisation. The planet’s gravity is too low (0.771 SG) for long-term survival of a human colony, and there is a high likelihood of challenging surface conditions due to the proximity of Polaris Aa, a massive star.

      Most recently, the Fleet’s long-range scanners have detected radio signals that seem artificially generated. We have been unable to extract any meaning from the signals so far. All we know is they are transmitting between the worlds orbiting Polaris Ab and Polaris B. We may discover the radio waves are a physical phenomenon unknown to us at this time, not generated by an intelligent species. In which case, we will search for evidence of life and assess and catalogue other planetary data before moving on to our next destination.

      Your role in this mission

      

      Carys glanced sideways at Loki, who, as always, was giving the impression he was reading too. “Here we go.”

      The next few sentences of the document would reveal her fate—her immediate future. Possibly the fate of the birds under her care too.

      She had put off reading the captain’s message, sent directly after the announcement about the Fleet’s purpose, for days. Just the thought of the ongoing journey made her heart sink. She didn’t want to think about the fact that she’d signed her life away. The personalised notification was a stark reminder that she had to do whatever Bujold dictated, whether that meant staying on the ship forever or living out the rest of her life on an alien planet. Neither option held any attraction anymore, yet both were inescapable.

      Loki hopped from her shoulder to the interface and pressed the ball of his foot to the arrow. The next page appeared.

      “Stars, you’re clever.”

      If he’d tapped with his beak it might not have worked. His foot had a better blood supply.

      He gave her a look before fluttering back to her shoulder.

      “All right, I’ll read it.”

      

      Carys Ellis, you are to establish a suitable area for the release of the birds currently held within the ship’s aviary. If no suitable site can be found, we will unfortunately be faced with the only alternative solution: euthanasia.

      

      She gasped.

      “No! No way!”

      There was more, but she didn’t read it. Slamming the interface onto her desktop, she leapt up. Loki lost his grip and flapped to maintain his balance, but she barely noticed him. She marched from her office, causing a flurry of wings as she burst into the aviary. The parrots, parakeets, corvids, finches, sparrows, buntings, pigeons, woodpeckers, hummingbirds, toucans, and myriad other forms of avian life scattered at her approach, disappearing into shrubs and rising into the trees and high netting.

      The outer door was locked—a precaution against Lineton disturbing her quiet reading time again. She slammed the release button and the portal swept open. Her passage through the ship was a blur. She glimpsed startled faces and people moving hastily out of her way. In record time, she arrived at Bujold’s office.

      “Let me in!” she yelled into the intercom.

      The door opened, revealing the captain sitting at her desk, her expression characteristically stony, an eyebrow raised. “Ms Ellis. I see you finally read your notice.”

      “You’re not killing them,” Carys seethed. “You’ll have to kill me first.”

      “Please sit down.”

      “I’m fine as I am, thanks. I just came here to tell you⁠—”

      “You will be seated and you will listen to what I have to say, or I will have you escorted to the brig and you will remain there until you have calmed down. Is that clear?”

      Carys ground her teeth. With a supreme effort of self-control, she drew out a chair and sat on it, arms folded, glaring at the captain.

      Bujold knitted her fingers. “I must explain several things to you, and I ask that you do not interrupt. Firstly, you knew from the beginning of our journey the reasons the Bres has an aviary. As well as providing a distraction and entertainment for the colonists during what was expected to be a long voyage, the intention was to release the birds on the new planet. This plan came with several expectations. It was known that some birds might not survive, that the ones who did survive might not reproduce, and that genetic diversity would be too limited for any species to become self-sustaining. I have to say, in my estimation the approach taken by Ua Talman’s team in this matter was extremely unscientific.”

      The captain continued, “You are not stupid, Carys, and you are certainly not ignorant regarding birds. You must have been aware that, even if Prime had been suited to supporting avian life, the chances of your birds establishing breeding colonies were non-existent. You must have known from the beginning that taking birds to the new planet was a fool’s errand. Am I correct?”

      Carys looked down, muttering, “I would have looked after them.”

      “I’m sure you would have done your best.” A softer note had crept into Bujold’s tone that made Carys look up.

      The captain’s steely expression had turned pitying. A muscle under one of her eyes twitched. Carys swallowed and focused on her lap again, her fury melting into discomfort that twisted her guts. Pitying looks reminded her of the faces of her rescuers in the Australian desert years back.

      “What you have to accept,” Bujold continued, business-like, “is that the Bres’s supply of bird food is finite. You know this. You are in charge of the stocks. There is also no guarantee that we will ever be able to replenish them. As I understand it, most bird species’ diets are highly specialised. It makes no sense to devote precious time and resources to sustaining what are essentially useless animals.”

      “They’re not…” Carys snapped, but the captain lifted a hand, signalling her continued command of silence. Carys pressed her lips together.

      “The aviary has already outlived its intended lifespan. It should have been emptied and closed at Prime. My decision for a stay of execution was in recognition of your efforts in the mission to the planet’s surface. But this situation cannot continue forever. It must come to an end sooner or later, and for everyone’s sake I believe putting an end to it as soon as possible is the kinder option all around. I’m sure you would not like your birds to starve to death, and nor would you wish to witness it.”

      Watching her carefully, Bujold went on, “Naturally, this doesn’t apply to your pet. I believe he eats meat, so there should be no problem with supplying the small amount of food he requires. And don’t forget that your birds may be able to survive on the planet we are about to visit.”

      “What happens then?” Carys challenged. Screw Bujold and her demand to be heard uninterrupted. They were talking about the lives of hundreds of living animals. Hundreds of animals who would be put to death, based on the poor judgement and whims of the bunch of idiots who founded the Fleet. “What happens if you transfer all the birds to the surface? Do I go with them?”

      The captain exhaled heavily. “You knew the score when you signed up. You’re the bird keeper. The plan was always that you would care for the birds, whether on the ship or off it.”

      “And if you murder them all, then I have nothing to do, right? Like them, I’m excess weight, taking up resources. If the birds can’t leave the ship because there’s nowhere suitable for them to live they’ll be killed, but either way, I’m leaving. Right?” Carys leaned forward in her seat and gripped the armrests.

      “There are many factors to consider. We don’t know what we’ll find when we⁠—”

      “You can’t seriously be contemplating abandoning me on an alien planet.”

      “If you were required to disembark at our destination, you wouldn’t be alone. The Fleet is currently home to several uninvited guests and passengers with no defined role. For our onward journey when we leave Polaris, only essential crew will remain.”

      “If you always wanted to strand us, you should have done it on Prime. At least there we would have been able to live in whole communities of humans.”

      “Perhaps, but everyone made their choice, for better or worse. As I recall, you seemed happy to continue the voyage.”

      Carys’s shoulders slumped.

      “Now you understand the situation,” said Bujold, “there’s nothing further to discuss. I’m very busy with other matters.”

      Carys held the captain’s frank gaze for several moments before finally accepting the hint and rising to her feet. Still, she hesitated. Surely there was something she could say, some argument she could make that would guarantee the lives of her birds and give her some control over her own future?

      Nothing sprang to mind.

      With heavy steps, she left the captain’s office.

      Before she’d gone far she encountered a familiar figure. Sheldrake was heading towards her, his head down.

      But then he spotted her and halted. “What’s up?”

      The ex-corporal rarely acknowledged her these days. Her face had to be betraying her feelings.

      “Bad news.”

      “Personal, or something to do with the ship? I don’t know much about what’s going on. Don’t like to go on the ’net in case I get picked up.”

      “Both, I suppose. It might be bad news for you too, depending on your perspective. I wouldn’t worry about getting picked up. Soon, all your worries will be moot.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Let’s have a drink. I’ll tell you all about it.”
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      “Beer?” Carys had never known Sheldrake to drink anything else, except for that one time on Prime when they had all drunk Miriam’s smuggled tequila.

      “Sure.” Sheldrake’s gaze roved the bar.

      Carys input his order and hers. The ex-corporal had suggested they visit one of the most basic drinking establishments which, in the first stage of the voyage, even the lowest passenger class could patronise. Orders were anonymous, sent via keyboard rather than comm’d. He’d insisted they sat in a corner booth, which gave a good vantage point.

      The place was otherwise empty—unsurprisingly considering the Bres was down about ninety percent of her original complement of passengers and crew. The bar smelled faintly of alcohol and sweat. The sanobot crisis apparently wasn’t over.

      Seemingly satisfied no one was about to leap out and drag him off to the brig, Sheldrake relaxed and rested an arm along the back of the bench seat.

      “I don’t know what you’re so worried about,” Carys said. “Bujold wasn’t born yesterday. If she’d wanted you off the ship you wouldn’t be here.”

      “I guess so.” He didn’t seem convinced. “It doesn’t hurt to take precautions.” He’d maintained his military crew cut and he was clean shaven. Even his civvies were soldierly in style, simple, plain, clean and crease-free. “How are you doing? Birds okay?”

      “Uhh, yeah, they’re good.” For now.

      The slot on the tabletop opened and a beer and gin and tonic rose up. She pushed Sheldrake’s drink to him and took her own, glad of the short reprieve. She was regretting speaking to him in the passageway. She’d been in shock from her meeting with the captain. It wasn’t her business to give the man a heads up about his future on the ship. His life was hard enough as it was after losing the profession he clearly loved so much. She didn’t know how to tell him life was about to get even harder.

      He took a sip of beer. “What about the others? I don’t know what’s been happening with them. Hanging out with you guys is a little risky.”

      “They’re fine. Except for Waylis.”

      “The elf?”

      She chuckled and put down her glass. “Don’t let Setia hear you calling her that.”

      “She doesn’t like it?”

      “She thinks it’s rude.”

      “I guess it is, but the resemblance…” He shook his head. “Warning noted. I don’t want to get on the wrong side of Setia. She’s scarier than Bujold. You were going to explain why I don’t have to worry anymore?”

      “That isn’t what I said.” Damn. He’d misunderstood. “I said your worries were moot, as in, they don’t matter.”

      His frown encouraged further explanation.

      “I was on my way back from a meeting with Bujold. She knows about you, or at least I think she does. She said there are several stowaways aboard and…” Carys took a breath “…she plans on getting rid of you all at our next stop.”

      His expression relaxed. “Is that it? I don’t think it’s going to happen.”

      “Huh? Why?”

      “I bumped into an army friend just before I saw you. I’ve been keeping a low profile, but occasionally an old buddy will slip me some scuttlebutt. He said the latest word is the planet can’t possibly be inhabited. It’s too close to the massive twin star, making it too unstable for life to have evolved.”

      “Your friend said that?” Carys took the lemon slice from her drink and sucked on it.

      “That’s what he said.”

      She put the lemon down. “Wait. How can the science team know so much? Can we scan normal space from the Red Zone?”

      Red Zone was the informal name given to the paths through ordinary spacetime the Fleet travelled, dwarfing the distances between star systems.

      “We aren’t in the Red Zone.”

      “You’re kidding! We’ve arrived? Bujold didn’t say a thing.”

      “There was an announcement this morning. Even I got that news.”

      “Shit.” Not turning on your comm had its downsides, apparently. “Anyway, even if the scientists are right, Bujold could still put us off at Polaris B.”

      “Us? You’re on the captain’s list too?”

      After taking another heavy breath, she told him about the rest of her meeting.

      “I’m sorry.” He put a hand on her shoulder.

      She attempted a nonchalant shrug. In truth she was barely holding herself together. She appreciated his gesture, even though it nearly tipped her over the edge into a shameful display of excess emotion. He meant something to her, and that made his sympathy more affecting. During their long, non-stop march from the forest to the fledgling settlement on Prime, as they tried to get help for Miriam and Setia, she and the corporal had grown… not exactly close, but closer.

      Shared hardship did that to people. She was bonded in a similar way to her adoptive siblings, Patrin and Kayla. They’d been Displaced Children, too, in the same secret Crusader camp in Australia, enduring terrible conditions, abuse and deprivation.

      Memories of people she would never see again invaded her mind. She picked up her drink and downed it. “I suppose it had to happen sooner or later.”

      “We’ll figure something out.” Sheldrake patted her shoulder. “We can’t let your birds die. That’s cruel. It’s wrong.”

      “I know, but even I have to admit Bujold does have a point. Some of those birds still have years of natural lifespan, and I can’t conjure their feed out of nothing.” Lifting her empty glass she asked, “Another one?”

      “I’ll order this time. The same?”

      “A double.”

      “I can see we’re going to be here a while.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Moving around the Bres was like wandering through a honeycomb. The Fleet’s ships were broadly structurally identical
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