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A cool breeze
brushed past Del’s cheek as he lay dozing. He was alone in the
cushioned hollow that served as a bed and the lights in the low
ceilinged, octagonal room were set to dim. He frowned. Alaya often
went wandering in the night, but in recent months it had been
harder for her to go far. She hadn’t been away for this long
without word since the twins had been born. The wind came again and
this time he recognised it for what it was. The ship was
turning.

He rose. Three
walls of the room were made of tanned hide and pushing one such
curtain aside he stepped down into the central chamber. Across the
large room stood another hide door, but the space behind was dark.
The children were still sleeping. To his left the ramp to the lower
deck was undisturbed, its many warning lights hidden for the
moment. The fourth doorway, however, was strongly backlit. Del
nodded to himself and strode over, his bare feet making no sound on
the warm floor.

His wife sat
facing away from him on her backless bench, her knees spread to
accommodate the swelling of her belly where their second litter
prepared for birth. Her white hair flowed straight and silky past
her seat and her arms stretched pale to where she rested her hands
on the yellow cushions. Alaya was a child of the southern ice caps,
almost colourless apart from the concentric bands of red, gold and
deep blue that circled her wrists. Those had been burned into her
skin when the last captain had conferred the responsibility, and
all of his knowledge, on to her. That had been the year before they
had met. Both the old captain and the ship had names, but Alaya had
never mentioned them and Del was loathe to ask. He had never met a
captain who wasn’t tight lipped about their ship’s past.

“I felt a
change in course?” he asked softly.

Alaya turned,
smiled with her white lips and shuffled awkwardly to make room on
her seat for him to share it. “Yes.” she agreed. “We detected a
buoy of some sort. It seemed to be warning us away from the system
we were planning to study. We’re not sure why yet. It may be just a
territorial marker. Do you mind?”

“No.” Sometimes
her plural speech irritated him, but for the moment he was too
tired to take umbrage. “We’ve already mapped enough planets to
satisfy any scholar and we would have been rushed to finish the
survey anyway.”

Alaya shrugged.
“The twins were born aboard and there were no problems then.”

“We were
lucky.” He didn’t take it any further. Their course was already set
for Stroma colony and there were no more diversions for him to
persuade her against. If the birth came early they would just have
to manage with the limited medical facilities on board, as they had
the last time.

“There’s
another buoy,” Alaya noted grumpily. “They seem to be blocking most
courses out of here.”

“Maybe they’re
an antisocial race.”

“We detect two
distinct technology groups.”

“Maybe they’re
a pair of antisocial races.”

Alaya smiled
slightly. “Maybe. We don’t see how we’re supposed to reach Stoma,
though. Our records show none of these things were here last
year.”

“We weren’t
this close to them.” Del pointed out. His wife shrugged delicately,
as if to say they’d been close enough. On the other hand most races
marked their territory in a similar way and trouble had never come
of it before. “Can we just edge round them?”

“It’ll take
longer.”

“I thought you
were the one who wasn’t in a hurry.”

She smiled and
kissed him. Her lips were, as always, colder than his but warmer
than the air. “We shall creep to your heart’s content, our love. We
are plotting a new course as we speak.” True to her words columns
of blue script began scrolling up the side of the large holographic
imaging system before them. Alaya negligently tapped two buttons on
the small panel to her right and the system began flashing views of
the various buoys as well. Del had no idea how to fly the ship, but
he knew the controls must be both complicated and compact. “Did we
wake the children?” she asked absently.

“Not that I
noticed. They seemed to be in their room.”

“Then maybe
that’s where you should be.” she suggested. “It’s late, and this
may take over an hour to organise.”

Del paused. He
was tempted to tell her she shouldn’t work so hard and should get
some rest herself, but no one else could do her job. For Alaya rest
would have to wait until they were safely docked. “All right.” he
agreed. “Don’t worry about waking me when you do come to bed.”

“We never do.”
she advised him solemnly. “You’re too handsome when you’re
yawning.” He grinned and kissed her goodnight.

 


*

 


“It’s moving
off, sir.” Ensign Bates informed him briskly. Captain Martin nodded
acknowledgement, his eyes still on the small screen built into his
chair arm. As the alien vessel manoeuvred deftly around the sensor
net he saw it was even bigger than he had first thought. It seemed
to move with the fluid grace of a whale, but he couldn’t decide
which of the dark hull’s many flutes were thrusters. As far as he
could tell it didn’t have any engine flares at all. It was too
rounded to be a human craft, but it had protrusions and dips
unheard of in the ovoid Kolanin design.

“Where are they
headed?” he asked Bates quietly.

“It’s hard to
be sure at the moment, sir. They’re steering well clear of the
buoys and it’s a bumpy course near the full range of our sensors.
They seem to be just as careful of the Kolanin net.”

“Maybe they
come from Lenan Three,” Lieutenant Carlton suggested. Since the
scientist wasn’t a bridge officer he hovered in any free space he
could find on the tightly packed deck and peered over shoulders to
catch hints of what was going on. Martin was tempted to send him
away, but he realised the man probably didn’t have anywhere else to
be now his work was defunct. “It’s... it was the nearest populated
planet.”

“And it had a
pre space age culture.” Aletta pointed out. Her nose wrinkled as if
she minded the intrusion on her neat, ordered bridge much more than
her captain did. Martin made a mental note to have another word
with her about curbing her contempt of those crew who weren’t on
board to fire guns. It was taking her longer than he had thought it
would to catch on that the Henna wouldn’t run without them. “They
couldn’t build that.”

“I’m not sure
anyone built that.” Carlton retorted. “It’s nearly all organic, and
Lenan did have atmospheric vehicles made of a similar stuff.”

“Since the
Kolanin took umbrage at the Lenanese we don’t have to worry about
it anymore, do we?” Carlton winced. His thin face looked genuinely
pained on top of his slouched shoulders. He was the sort of man who
took the destruction of his study group personally. Especially when
all they’d done was be mistaken for humans in a reptile’s faceted
eyes.

“Of course we
should worry commander.” Martin chided, lifting his face to engage
his first officer. “If it is a Lenanese ship, after all, it will
soon be sailing out of our reach and into Kolanin space. It seems
like a rather impressive piece of technology to just be giving
away, wouldn’t you say?”

“It might be
Kolanin to begin with, sir.”

“All the more
reason to follow it.” Aletta opened her mouth but shut it again
with a wry smile. Nodding her assent like the regulation officer
she was she turned to the pilot and navigation stations and began
shouting orders. The crew went to work with an efficiency unheard
of on any of Martin’s previous bridges, and it was mostly to
Aletta’s credit on this one. Martin had never been the type to
demand everything be done at once when a couple of minutes later
would do, which was why he was patrolling a section of the border
which had been wonderfully quiet and boring until the Lenan Three
massacre had scared the hell out of High Command.

“Sir?” Bates
chimed in. “I’m detecting a Kolanin presence at the sensor limit. I
can’t tell how many yet, but they are on their side of the
border.”

“Keep an eye on
them. Has the alien seen them?”

“If it has it’s
making no sign, but then it didn’t respond to us either. It might
have inferior sensors, unless it just doesn’t see us as a
threat.”

“Optimistic of
you,” Lieutenant Shaw grunted. Although piloting was often a
physical strain, Shaw was a big man and the current course was well
within tolerance. He was just terse by nature.

“Thank you,”
Bates replied dryly. She glanced back at her screen and shook her
head of black curls in dismay. “Kolanin vessel is crossing into
disputed space to intercept the alien. Enemy ship is reading as
Ranger class, standard crew of thirty.”

“A speedy,
manoeuvrable design,” Aletta provided,” but we have superior fire
power, provided that the alien doesn’t interfere.”

And there,
Martin thought, lay the crux of the matter. If the alien had
weaponry of its own then going after it was risky, but if it didn’t
then why get into a fight over it? “Change course to
intercept.”

“Aye sir,”
Mitchell replied, typing numbers into the navigation computer as if
he’d already plotted the path and only needed it confirmed. “ETA
three hours and forty three minutes.”

“Kolanin will
intercept in two hours ten at current course projections.” Bates
supplied. Martin nodded. It would do. They wouldn’t have enough
time to do anything but smash the giant apart and as long as they
didn’t acquire the new technology for themselves neither side would
win or lose. He suspected the Kolanin would be just as quick as him
to spot an opportunity and there would be plenty of time for a
fight.

 


*

 


Alaya paused at
the fork in the corridor. Here in the depths of the ship the
organic nature was more obvious. The tubes she walked through
existed to channel air, water and waste to and from organs. They
had never been intended to be the captain’s domain, but she knew
them as she knew her own flesh all the same. She had chosen this
route carefully, for speed and for ease. It had never been more
important that she moved quickly, and with her children so near
birth that had rarely been more difficult.

Estiriath had
warned her of the approaching ships, but in the corridor of warning
buoys there had been little room to flee and nowhere to hide. There
was no reply from Stroma colony and she doubted the strangers spoke
any language she knew. Estiriath wasn’t sure they’d even received
the signal sent to them, their communications systems were too
different.

So now they had
guests in Estiriath’s first stomach. She couldn’t tell what they
were, or if they were doing anything other than tramp around on the
sensitive lining. In comparison to the bruises and cuts they made
to the ship’s feeding tube as they forced their way in, the damage
was a mere itch. She had been angry, furious in fact, that anyone
would dare to harm her ship, so down she had come to confront them.
The closer she came, her swollen feet complaining with every step,
the more she worried. Perhaps it would be better if Estiriath just
coughed them back up, or sucked them into the acid of its second
stomach. Alaya herself could then turn left and be back with Del in
a matter of minutes.

It was so
tempting a thought that Estiriath lit the passage for her and
prepared its gut for food, but in her heart Alaya knew she couldn’t
do it. The strangers were impolite, true, and frightening also, but
she’d never killed anyone before and didn’t really intend to start
now. Estiriath thought she was being silly, but then Estiriath
cared for nothing except itself and its captain.

Alaya turned
right and worked her way carefully down the sloping artery to the
valve Estiriath pulled open for her. She hauled herself through and
out into the largest free space in the ship. Here Estiriath stored
its food while it travelled between planets, enough to feed it for
a month at a time comfortably. Usually coming here was like
visiting a vast swamp as the ship fed from the bottom of a pile of
decomposing vegetation, but now the cavern was empty. They were
nearing Stroma, after all.

The stomach was
clearly lit now as the ship pumped its luminescent blood closer to
the walls. Alaya knew she could be easily seen, white against the
golden brown of the stomach lining. If, of course, the strangers
had vision
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