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			Coiled Danger

			Anouk rolled her shoulders in an attempt to get rid of the ever-present itch between her shoulder blades and pulled a frustrated hand through her pink hair. Her fingers caught on a tangle and she winced at the pull on her scalp. She hadn’t found the time for a shower today, which was completely unacceptable. Soon, she would start sporting pimples, and her colleagues would comment on the smell of unwashed body.

			Anouk glanced over at the three guys working next to her. Okay, nobody would likely notice the odor.

			What they would notice, was if the Lollapalooza’s telecommunications system broke down. They’d already lost the Prime, and the Secondary circuit was showing signs of weakness. All calls going in and out suffered tiny interruptions—not enough to make it impossible to understand what anyone was saying, but enough to make Anouk’s inner mechanic go on high alert.

			They weren’t living in the bloody Middle Ages, there shouldn’t be any kind of issue in this part of the universe. On the outskirts of the known world, or on particularly primitive planets, sure. But they were in Earth’s Solar System, for crying out loud. It didn’t get any more central than that.

			Anouk should have felt comfortable right now. She was surrounded by machines on all sides, humming along on the solar power she’d linked them up to just last week, beeps going off whenever a new communication was established, and tiny LED lights turning on or off depending on which part of the computer treated the current task.

			This room housed the Secondary circuit and was usually in very little use. Anouk or one of the other mechanics would come here every three or four days to run a system check, but other than that, the room was usually quiet and empty.

			Prime lived in an identical room at the other end of the ship. Where there used to be the noise of only machines, today it held a lot of human voices and clinking and clanking of tools.

			Prime was where Anouk had spent the past three days. The first priority was to get the machine back up and running.

			Until Captain Kovak asked why there were glitches on her radar and short interruptions in the communications channels.

			At which point, Secondary became her first priority. If both Prime and Secondary went down, they were as good as dead. You can’t travel safely through space if your automatic pilot doesn’t know where it’s going or what obstacles it might encounter on its way.

			“Another one,” Shorty said. Anouk really had to learn the guy’s actual name instead of using Gaal’s ridiculous nickname, but she’d already tried once and hadn’t remembered it for more than the five seconds it took the guy to say it.

			Shorty was, as his nickname implied, short. The captain and Gaal had apparently picked up him and his buddy—nickname: Shorter—on a planet where people were valued for their height. Shorty and Shorter had been at the very bottom of the food chain. Anouk supposed that was why they were both so short on initiative, but she had the hardest time finding adequate tasks for the both of them. With zero initiative, a mechanic—or anyone working on a space ship, really—is worthless.

			He was able to watch for the glitches, though.

			“How long was it?” Anouk asked.

			“One and a half second,” Shorty replied, never taking his eyes off the LED lights, determined not to miss the next one.

			Anouk frowned. “You’re sure? So it’s longer than the last one?”

			“Yes,” Shorty confirmed. “By point two seconds.”

			“Interval since the last one?”

			“Twenty-five minutes.”

			At least that hadn’t changed. Every twenty-five minutes, they had a glitch. At the moment, it didn’t represent a real danger, but if the glitches were getting longer…

			“Keep a record of all glitches,” she ordered Shorty. “Duration and frequency. If duration goes over two seconds or if the frequency changes, come get me. Wake me, if I’m sleeping.”

			Shorty glanced at her at this and his eyes seemed to widen—though it was difficult to say since they were so small to begin with. He wasn’t keen on waking her up.

			“I won’t be mad if you wake me up as ordered,” Anouk said. “But I’ll skin you alive if you don’t.”

			“Yes, sir.” Shorty returned to his vigil.

			

			Anouk got two hours of sleep before Shorty woke her up by poking her in the arm.

			“The last glitch was two seconds,” he said.

			Anouk bit back a growl as she opened her eyes. Two hours of sleep was not enough, but it was hardly Shorty’s fault her beauty sleep was cut short. He was just following orders. Her orders.

			“Thank you,” she ground out. “Please keep watching and let me know if there are any changes. Tell me when we hit two and a half seconds,” she specified when he hesitated. “Or if the frequency changes in any way.”

			Once the odd little man was out of her room, Anouk swung out of bed. She was already dressed—still dressed—since she’d had a feeling she wouldn’t be getting much sleep and hadn’t bothered with a shower or pajamas. She’d just lain down in her trusty fluorescent yellow tracksuit, accepting that until the problem with the Prime and the Secondary was solved, she was going to be a stinking mess.

			Two minutes later she knocked on the captain’s door.

			“Come in,” the captain’s voice sounded. At least she wasn’t asleep.

			Anouk entered. The captain’s bed looked like it hadn’t been slept in since the last time the cleaning staff had been through here—more than fifteen hours ago. A novel occupied the bedside table, but Anouk could see the dust blanketing the jacket from her position at the door.

			The office area looked like it saw much more use than the bed. Maps, tablets, and screens were spread out on all available surfaces, there were empty coffee cups all over the place, and there wasn’t a speck of dust in sight.

			Anouk expected to find Captain Kovak at her desk, but she hadn’t expected her to have company. Yosu Gaal, the second-in-command, sat across from Kovak, three screens alight on the table between them. Lots of maps, plenty of annotations. And the man was chewing gum, like always.

			“How’s the repairs coming on the communications system?” the captain asked, her eyes on a map of the Earth’s Solar System.

			Gaal pretended to be looking at the maps, too, but Anouk guessed he’d be able to give more details on the beauty marks on the captain’s face than on the moons of Saturn. 

			These two had been circling each other for weeks, but neither seemed to have the guts to actually take action.

			“Prime’s still down,” Anouk reported. “Secondary’s showing signs of weakness.”

			Both the captain’s and Gaal’s eyes snapped to meet Anouk’s.

			“What do you mean by sign of weakness?” Captain Kovak asked.

			As Anouk explained, she could see the doubt in their eyes. Was their communications system really suffering from some mysterious weakness or wasn’t she as good a mechanic as she’d advertised?

			She hated not being able to find the source of their problem. She usually found a certain thrill in going after mysteries nobody else could solve, but she rarely had the safety of the entire ship depending on her figuring it out quickly. With everything being doubled or tripled, she could always rely on the backups while she took her time repairing whatever had broken down.

			Now they were already on the backup.

			The captain went straight to the heart of the problem. “What happens if one of these glitches occur when we’re traveling through a wormhole?”

			“I don’t know,” Anouk replied. “And I wouldn’t want to test it.”

			Gaal looked down at the map in front of him, actually seeing it this time. “Most wormholes take over thirty minutes to navigate.” He glanced at the captain before meeting Anouk’s eyes again. “Does the phenomenon occur every twenty-five minutes?”

			“It does.”

			The captain leaned back in her chair, frustration clear in her features. Her hair was its usual mess and the top two buttons of her shirt were open, but she still exuded confidence and competence. She let out a long breath. “You’re saying we’re stuck here at snail speed until you fix the thing?”

			“Unless you want to risk all our lives, yes,” Anouk replied with a wince.

			“Will it help if I give you more manpower?”

			Anouk shrugged. “A couple of men might help. But there’s no point in sending me the entire crew.”

			The captain nodded and stood up. “You can have Gaal. And he’ll find you a couple of more men.” She tapped the screens to turn them off, one after the other. “I’m going to bed. When I wake up, please make sure we’re ready for some real space travel?”

			“Will do, Captain.” Anouk saluted, then turned to Gaal with a grin. “Looks like I get to order you around for a change?”

			

			Anouk should have gone back to sleep, but instead, she returned to Secondary. The glitches were getting longer and the captain didn’t have faith in her—no way in hell would she get any sleep anytime soon.

			She had six crew members working on finding the origin of the glitches. They were testing every single sub-system one by one, to make sure they were working correctly, logging activity, and checking the logs for the known times of every occurrence.

			So far, they had nothing.

			Everything was working correctly, except when a glitch appeared—then everything went offline for two seconds.

			“Two point five seconds,” Shorty reported.

			Dammit.

			“The source can’t be just one instrument,” Anouk said to Gaal, who so far, hadn’t really done anything useful, only made her team nervous by looking over their shoulders while they worked. “If it was, it couldn’t have affected the Prime all the way on the other side of the ship.”

			“If something broke down,” Gaal said, “it could have happened the same way on both systems.”

			“It could. But the probability of it happening at the same time on both systems, after neither of them having had any issues over the past ten years, and Prime being in use about ten times as often as Secondary, is as close to nil as you can get.” She spun around on herself as she took in the entire room, with its long walls covered in instruments, the low ceiling, the creaky linoleum floors. “The source has to be external.”

			Gaal lowered his voice so as not to be heard by the other crew members. “You think someone outside of our ship is messing with our communications systems?”

			Anouk fought the urge to scratch the itch on her back. It had been getting worse ever since she boarded the Lollapalooza, making her jumpy. She eyed the ceiling again. “Not necessarily external to the ship. But external to the system, and this room, yes.”

			Gaal followed her gaze. “Want me to go get Shorty?”

			

			Anouk heaved herself into the dropped ceiling above the supply closet. If she’d read the blueprints correctly, the main ceiling was shared with the one from the Secondary room. She could have asked everybody to leave and just gone up from over there, but she wanted them to keep working—and she suddenly felt the need for secrecy.

			If someone from their crew had tampered with the ship, she couldn’t let them know she was onto them.

			Which was why she’d turned down Gaal’s offer to call on the crew’s shortest member. Instead, the man himself pulled himself into the cramped space with her, his tall frame taking up all the light and space.

			“Good thing I’m not claustrophobic,” he said under his breath once he laid on his stomach next to Anouk, breathing heavily from the effort of fitting his entire body in there without putting weight on any of the parts that might fall down into the rooms below. Of course, if he hadn’t insisted on chewing that damned gum all the time, he might have more opportunity to do things like breathing. From the smell of things, today’s flavor was some sort of fruit.

			“I’m sure you’ve been in worse situations,” Anouk said absently as she flashed her light in the direction of the Secondary room. Some light filtered up through the cracks of the dropped ceiling, but if she wanted to find what she thought, she’d need real light. She started crawling forward.

			“What are we looking for?” Gaal asked before stifling a cough. This place could need a clean-up.

			“A coil.” Anouk turned her head to listen to the space below them. She heard the voices of the men testing the Secondary’s systems. She flashed her light along the dropped ceiling, but saw nothing but the metallic grid, the squares that formed the ceiling of the room below, and dust. It didn’t look like
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