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      Metal filled Chea's nose. It dripped down the back of her throat, pooled under her cheek. Her face hurt. Not like a cracked skull, no, thank goodness not that. More like massive bruises and a broken nose. It wasn't just her blood, though.

      Blood.

      So much blood.

      She'd known that there was something wrong with Septimus, known it from the first moment she'd seen him in his so formal suit and tie, smiling winningly at the sponsors. He'd been drinking something clear, non-bubbly, while everyone else had glasses of champagne. The smell had been alcohol when Chea had gotten close, harsher than champagne though she'd never known just what it was Septimus drank instead of the carefully bought and chilled bottles of bubbly.

      No champagne now. She stayed still, nose still dripping blood. Would he notice? No, there was so much blood that he couldn't notice. There was no way. All she had to do was stay still until he moved away, turned his back, dropped his guard. Then she'd get away. Charge him. Do something.

      She didn't know what.

      Septimus McNaughton, consummate politician and leader of their research vessel testing the first faster than light drive humanity had ever created, was twice her size. Foma already lay dead next to Chea and Foma was half again as big as she was. Those muscular arms would never flex again, never lift Chea up as Foma laughed at Chea's squeals of dismay. Foma's face was gone, brains smashed out of her skull during Septimus' murderous rage.

      "They couldn't understand it," Septimus panted. "None of them could understand it. We're gods, gods taking over the immortal sky. They would have stopped me. Yes, they would have. And then the whole plan would have failed."

      He swayed in his perfectly fitted orange jumpsuit, as nicely tailored as his suits had been unlike Chea's tent-like jumpsuit. The monitors on his shoulders showed a racing heartbeat, hormones gone wild. Chea fought not to blink lest he notice that she was still breathing. Still alive. Still a danger to his 'plans' whatever they might be.

      Septimus straightened up, looking around the control room as if there wasn't blood splattered across the wall, coating the floor. As if he hadn't smashed the life support control panel and radio with Foma's head. Bits of bone, teeth, stuck out of the destroyed keyboard.

      Poor Foma.

      She froze as Septimus strode towards her but he just stepped over the top of her, boot splashing droplets of blood onto Chea's face as he passed. The control center's door slid open, then shut. Gone?

      Gone!

      Chea pushed herself upright, arms shaking. There was no way that she could stop him. He had the only weapon, the arc welder. Not that he'd used it on either her or Foma. Poor Foma…

      No, no focusing on that. She had to find a way to stop him, a way to see what he'd done to the ship. Whatever his plan was it couldn't be allowed to go forward. There was still Ilya and Ravindra. Septimus was probably going after them right now so Chea had to hurry.

      But what could she do?

      No environmental controls so she couldn't close all the doors and then vent his compartment. No weapons. The comms were locked for the test. Not to mention that he'd smashed the radio and they were too far away for anyone to get here anyway. The potential effects of the Shift Drive were dangerous enough that all their support ships had pulled a full light minute away.

      Worse, the automatic sequence for triggering the Shift Drive was still counting down. There was no way to stop it from in here. It'd been designed that way so that they couldn't back out at the last second. Septimus had sworn that all the problems from the early tests were gone so having a kill switch on the ship was ridiculous. They'd only go two light seconds anyway. It wasn't as though they'd go to the next star system.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three hours, twenty-seven minutes.

          

        

      

    

    
      Chea bit her lip, looked at the blank walls of the control room and then nodded. She couldn't take Septimus down by herself but even he wasn't going to survive an electrical shock. There was more than enough power going through the walls for her to stop him that way. If she could get the wiring free.

      Ravindra screamed, her wail carrying up the central hallway of the ship.

      Chea froze.

      No.

      No freezing. She scrambled over to Foma's side, poor Foma, and pulled tools from her belt. Good on Foma, she had screw drivers and plyers and a pair of rubberized gloves that should insulate Chea just enough for what she needed to do.

      There was shouting, crashing sounds and wailing, coming up the hallway. Chea bit her lip and jammed the screwdriver into the panel next to the door. It popped clear, just as it was supposed to. The junction box there was perfect, pristine, all the cables neatly tucked into it and secured with non-ferrous clips.

      Chea tore the clips out with the plyers, tossing them aside as she scrambled to be ready for Septimus' return. Top cable was power in, bottom was power out. She had to pop the panels above and below before she could wrench enough cable free to make a weapon. Stripping off the little plastic covers on the ends of the wire made her flinch but there weren't any really large sparks. A few pops, a snap, and then she pulled on the gloves.

      Heavy footsteps accompanied by a dragging sound came up the hallway.

      Septimus.

      Chea breathed deep, ripped the cables free of the wall and pulled them apart with a sharp jerk. For a second she fancied that she could feel the power quivering inside the cables, just waiting for a chance to strike but that was ridiculous. There were alarms beeping on the control panel, the whoop of a siren warning that Chea'd messed something important up.

      "I thought I killed you both," Septimus said as he opened the door to the control room. Two bodies thudded to the ground beside him. "Chea."

      "No!" Chea shouted as she shoved the ends of the cables into his chest.

      Lightning arced through Septimus. Chea turned her head away as she pushed harder with the cables. His flesh sizzled and then he fell backwards as the smell of burnt meat filled the air.

      Chea gasped, holding the cables as far apart as her short arms could manage.

      Septimus lay on the floor between Ilya on the right and Ravindra on the left. Ilya lay so still that Chea feared he was dead but Ravindra moaned and raised her head. She gasped, too, scrambling to her feet only to nearly fall down. Blood flowed down the side of her head but she still came and took the top cable from Chea, still secured it back into the box and then carefully, so carefully, turned the power off to that junction box.

      All the while not looking at poor Foma's motionless, faceless body.

      "Ilya?" Chea asked.

      "I don't know," Ravindra replied. Her voice shook like Chea's knees. "What? Why? He just…"

      "He said something about a plan," Chea said, passing the bottom cable back to Ravindra before gathering up all the little plastic caps and clips she'd tossed aside. "Can you fix it? We need to know what his plan was but I think that being disconnected is bad for the ship."

      "Yeah, I'm on it," Ravindra said. She worked, eyes locked on the wires, the plyers and clips and caps instead of Chea or Foma or Septimus. "What plan? We were just testing the drive, a two second burst. Nothing more."

      "I know," Chea agreed. "But he said there was a plan. That we'd stop him. I think he did something to the ship. He had to have. Work on fixing the life support panel once you're done with that. I'm checking on Ilya. And then Septimus' room. There has to be a clue."

      Ilya was breathing. His neck looked wrong though, bruised and twisted strangely. A broken neck? Maybe. Probably. They'd all been given experimental nanites before they boarded the ship. He should heal. Which…

      Chea checked on Septimus, too. He stank of death and cooked meat but they still didn't know what the nanites could do if given cause. Being electrocuted might have destroyed them but it might not. They might be working to repair the damage even as she patted
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