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Endeavour is set roughly a year after Drake’s Drum, and draws on characters established in that cycle – The Lion and the Unicorn, Fighting for the Crown and Drake’s Drum – but it is intended to be as stand-alone as possible.

As always, I welcome reviews (hint, hint).  I’ve also been broadening my social media presence – please check the list at the rear of the book, then follow me if you are so inclined.

CGN.
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For generations, the human race has feared an encounter with an alien race so advanced their technology might as well be magic.  And yet, no such alien race has been encountered ...

... Until now.

During the Virus War, human explorers discovered proof of alien technology that was beyond human understanding, technology so strange it was impossible even to guess at its function.  Now, in the aftermath of the war, HMS Endeavour embarks on a mission to the core of the alien civilisation ...

... And discovers a mystery older than the human race itself. 
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Prologue: The Sphere, Virus Prime
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Racism, Doctor Athena Gaurs told herself, is a mental illness.

It didn’t help.  Her heart began to race as she drifted through the Sphere.  She had spent most of her professional life working with aliens, studying their cultures and technologies in the hopes of promoting interspecies cooperation and harmony, yet the Sphere was just too alien for her mind to process.  It was so huge, built on such a great scale, that she felt like a fly crawling across a cathedral window, something so far beyond the poor creature it couldn’t even begin to comprehend what it was crawling on.  The other alien races humanity had encountered, in nearly a hundred years of contact and conflict, had all been understandable.  Whoever had built the Sphere was not.

She tried to calm herself as she glided onwards.  The Sphere was inert, powerless, and yet it wasn’t.  The xenospecialists had noted and logged everything from strange lights, with no discernible source, to faint flickers of energy and gravitational pulses that came and went so quickly that even the most sensitive equipment in the known galaxy was barely capable of detecting their presence before they were gone.  Athena had read the reports, when she’d been assigned to the project, and she’d had trouble understanding why so many of the exploration team had managed to get lost in the structure.  She knew now.  The interior seemed purposely designed to be confusing.  There were even hints it restructured itself when humans weren’t looking.

And some of us are sure we’re being watched, she thought, grimly.  What if we are?

The thought taunted her.  It had been nearly a year since HMS Lion had stumbled across the Sphere, during the final days of the Virus War.  Since then, a covert project had been mounted to explore the alien artefact and unlock its secrets, a project that – so far – had produced precisely nothing.  Athena had read the reports from the first teams, brimming with excitement and enthusiasm until they’d started their work.  They’d drawn a series of complete blanks.  They didn’t know what material had been used to produce the alien artefact, let alone what it was intended to do.  They didn’t even know why it had remained undetected in the system for so long.  There were even people who wondered if the Sphere hadn’t been detected because it simply hadn’t been there.

A shiver ran down her spine as she drifted into the next chamber.  It was hard, sometimes, to avoid the sensation she was being watched.  They hadn’t found anything to suggest they were, but that was meaningless.  Whoever had built the Sphere was so far ahead of humanity that their surveillance tech, assuming they even relied upon something as primitive as tech, might be completely undetectable.  The human race could produce bugs so small they couldn’t be located without the proper equipment.  Who knew what the Builders could produce?

She frowned, turning slowly to take in the entire chamber.  It was a bare sphere, within the Sphere, the bulkheads utterly unmarred by even the slightest hint of writing.  The bronze material had defied everything humanity had thrown at it, from pens designed to leave marks on everything to laser cutters capable of slicing through a battleship’s hull.  It was maddening to think of all the secrets waiting for discovery and exploitation, if only they could figure out how to unlock them.  And yet, they’d found nothing.  There was a small but growing consensus amongst some of the scientists that there was nothing to find.

This installation was clearly not abandoned in a hurry, she reminded herself, grimly.  They had all the time they needed to strip it bare, taking everything save for the shell itself.

It was possible, she’d been assured.  The Sphere might be nothing more than a hollowed-out asteroid, as far as the Builders were concerned.  They might have abandoned it, secure in the knowledge they’d taken everything that could be used to unlock their technology or leave a trail of breadcrumbs to their homeworld.  Athena would have believed it herself – she knew how carefully warship datacores were swept for sensitive information, then rigged for destruction if there was even the slightest chance the warship would fall into enemy hands – if she hadn’t seen so many oddities surrounding the alien structure.  It just didn’t feel dead and cold, abandoned like so many mined-out asteroids.  It felt as if it was watching and waiting as the team probed its innards.

Perhaps it’s an intelligence test, she thought, as she proceeded into the next chamber.  And we’re failing.

Athena keyed her sensors, taking a reading and comparing it to what she saw.  The results made no sense.  They never did.  Some suggested the Sphere was bigger on the inside, some suggested it was imploding ... she gritted her teeth and looked at the nearest bulkhead.  Her sensors insisted the walls were closing in.  Her naked eyes told her the bulkheads weren’t moving.  Athena sighed, inwardly.  There was no way to know if the Sphere was spoofing their sensors deliberately or if the structure was just too alien for the sensors to handle.  Athena wasn’t sure, sometimes, if she could handle it.  The Sphere was just too big.

We’ve seen larger structures, she reminded herself.  But none of them were quite so solid.

She shook her head slowly as she made her way onwards, feeling oddly isolated even though the rest of the team was only a radio call away.  They’d been told, at first, never to be alone on the alien structure, but they’d rapidly discovered that the more interesting events only took place when there were only one or two witnesses.  It didn’t help when they reported their findings back to Earth.  Athena had a feeling, reading between the lines, that there were factions on the homeworld that thought the researchers were seeing things.  There was no shortage of tales of weird sightings in the depths of space, of alien starships and entities that were – somehow – never captured by starship sensors.  It was generally believed most of the stories were made up, and yet ...

Her radio crackled, once.  Athena keyed her wristcom, a shiver running down her spine.  She’d been told to remain in touch and, if there was a hint she was losing contact with the rest of the team, to back out at once.  The Sphere just wasn’t safe.  She thought she saw something at the corner of her eye, a flicker that was gone when she looked.  Her radio crackled again.  There was no reply.  She swore under her breath as she made her way back to her hatch.  Perhaps it was nothing, just a random burst of energy within the alien structure.  Perhaps it was not ...

Light flared, behind her.  Athena spun around.  The chamber had come to life, glowing energy flaring through the air.  A wave of panic shot through her.  She was alone and defenceless and utterly unaware of what was happening ... she found it hard to believe, deep inside, that a super-advanced race would deliberately seek to harm her, but it was hard to be sure.  How many insects were trodden on by humans, without any malicious intent?  The light grew brighter.  She hoped – prayed – that her recorders were still working.  They were meant to record everything and yet, ever since they’d started exploring the Sphere, there’d been odd gaps.  It was suddenly very easy to believe the Sphere was toying with them.

The glow sharpened, the lights becoming something oddly familiar and yet alien ... it took her several seconds to realise she was looking at a holographic starchart.  Humanity’s holographic projects always had a faint sense of insubstantiality, a reminder they really were nothing more than illusions.  The alien projections were so sharp, so perfect, it was hard to believe they weren’t real.  She reached forward, despite her training, and felt resistance as her fingers brushed against a holographic star.  Solid-light projections?  They’d always been theoretically possible, but no one had made them work.  Not until now.

And then the hologram snapped out of existence.

Athena felt a sense of overwhelming loss as darkness crashed down on her.  The starchart was gone, as if it had never been ... her radio crackled, her team trying to contact her.  She barely heard them, tears prickling in her eyes as she tried to come to terms with what she’d seen.  Her CO was demanding she report immediately, that she make her way back to the starship, but she couldn’t bring herself to reply.  Would they believe her?  Athena hadn’t believed some of the stories she’d heard, from the first teams to explore the alien structure.  It would be ironic, indeed, if her team refused to believe her.

“I ... I think I found something,” she said, checking the wristcom.  The sensors insisted they’d recorded everything.  She hoped, desperately, that they were correct.  “I’m on my way.”

Her heart started to pound, again, as she recalled what she’d seen.  The sensors might not have recorded anything – there was no way to know, not until she got back to the ship – but she had.  There were ways to get memories out of someone, even memories that they didn’t consciously recall.  She could be hypnotised and urged to draw out the starchart and then ...

If that was a starchart, it might have shown me their homeworld, she told herself.  We can find them.  And then, we can learn so much ...
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Prologue II: London, United Kingdom
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“They used to say my ancestors couldn’t see the white man’s ships on the horizon, so alien they were to their experience,” Admiral Lady Susan Onarina said.  “I think I understand how they felt.”

The First Space Lord studied the report from the Sphere.  Training and experience demanded she rebuke the xenospecialists for a decidedly careless approach to exploring the alien structure, although – going by the reports – it was clear they’d had little choice.  The weirder manifestations never showed themselves to more than two humans and there was only one witness to the alien starchart.  Susan didn’t like the implications.  The Sphere was clearly neither dead nor understood.  It might be playing with the human explorers, it might just be letting off random bursts of energy, or it might be something in-between.  

It was just too alien for anyone to be sure.  Of anything.

“I always had the impression such stories were exaggerated,” Admiral Paul Mason said, as he sipped his tea.  Her old friend, and occasional lover, had been running the top-secret research program into the enigmatic aliens since the first traces of their existence had been discovered, back during the war.  “They might not have been capable of building ocean-going ships, but they certainly understood the concept.”

Susan nodded, although she wasn’t so sure.  Humanity had encountered two alien races – three, if one counted the Virus – that possessed more advanced technology, but it hadn’t been that advanced.  The tech had been understandable.  Human scientists had been able to reverse-engineer captured alien technology or, knowing something was possible, simply figure out how it was done and produce their own version.  It had never been easy – and she knew there’d been admirals who’d expected the scientists to simply wave a magic wand and put the new tech into production instantly – but it had been done.  Here, though ... the scientists didn’t even know where to begin.  The tech was just too different.

The RAF of the Second World War might not have been able to duplicate a jet fighter of the Troubles, she reflected.  But at least they’d understand the concept of a flying machine.  Here ...

She shook her head, slowly.  The Sphere didn’t have any technology, at least as far as the explorers could determine.  It was just an empty shell.  And yet, it was clearly doing something.  Susan had read the reports, each one little more than empty speculation that read like something out of a science-fantasy novel.  The tech was welded into the bulkheads.  The tech existed in some weird alternate dimension.  There was no tech.  Instead, there was an alien ghost playing games with humans unable to so much as detect, let alone deduce, its presence.  They just didn’t know.

“The starchart does match the local stellar environment,” Mason said, quietly.  “And, if the tramlines are as laid out on the map, we can get a ship to the alien homeworld.”

“If it is their homeworld,” Susan said.  “And if they’re not trying to lure us there ...”

The thought chilled her .  She was a student of history.  She knew what happened when a primitive race met a more advanced one, even when there was no malice involved.  The primitive race found it hard, almost impossible, to take the shock.  How many human societies had collapsed, falling to pieces in the wake of contact?  The Vesy really hadn’t had an easy time of it, after they’d encountered humanity.  The gulf between the two races was just too wide for them to catch up, at least quickly enough to matter.  Susan had read those reports too.  There was a very real chance the Vesy would lose what remained of their own culture, becoming little more than copies of humanity.  And the hell of it was that copying humanity might be their only chance to survive.

Whoever built the Sphere might not mean to harm us, she thought.  But contact with them might be destructive, all the same.

She sipped her tea, organising her thoughts.  Humans had been spacefaring for nearly two hundred years when it had discovered, to its dismay, that it wasn’t alone in the universe.  The concept of aliens had been far from unknown.  Indeed, it had preceded the first true offworld settlements.  And while there had been a gulf between humans and Tadpoles, the gulf hadn’t been insurmountable.  There had been some culture shock – Susan could hardly deny it, given the number of humans trying to model themselves on the Tadpoles – but not as much as the politicians had feared.  The Tadpoles had not been vastly superior.  But whoever had built the Sphere was different.

Mason cleared his throat.  “What are you going to advise the PM?”

Susan said nothing for a long moment.  She was mildly surprised the government hadn’t asked her to step down, or resign, after the murky end of the war.  She’d already been in office longer than she’d expected.  The government just had too many other problems to worry about her ... she wondered, idly, if that was about to change.  What would she advise the PM?  There were risks, very real risks, in trying to make contact and yet, failing to make contact would have other risks.  It was just a matter of time before someone else sent a ship to the alien homeworld themselves.

If it is their homeworld, she thought, numbly.  What happened to them?

It was a worrying thought.  The days when humanity had all of its eggs in one basket were long gone.  Earth had been shipping out millions of colonists yearly, before the war, and the colonisation program was starting to pick up steam again.  A race that had been in space for far longer should have filled up the entire galaxy by now, leaving no room for humanity and its peers.  Where were they?  The researchers speculated they’d drawn back, leaving room for the younger races, but Susan was too cynical to believe it.  She knew from experience that principles often went by the wayside when they demanded sacrifice of any sort.  Maybe they’d run into something even a super-powerful civilization couldn’t handle.

“We need to know what happened to them,” she said.  “And we have to get a handle on their technology before we encounter someone far more advanced than ourselves.”

“And promote British interests,” Mason added, dryly.

“That goes without saying,” Susan said, although she had her doubts.  She knew how Britain would react if one of the other Great Powers suddenly gained access to super-technology and she was entirely sure they’d react the same way.  “I’ll discuss it with the PM, but the final call is a political one.”

She rubbed her forehead.  The war was over and yet ... it wasn’t.  Not quite.  The virus’s power had been broken and yet, it was still out there.  It might never be eradicated completely, no matter what they did.  And humanity was too tired and divided to continue the fight.  She had no idea if the plans for a united government would ever be put into practice or not – they were far from popular, now the war in space was over – but it might not be enough to save the day.  Humanity needed to rest, not to find new challenges.

Mitch – Captain Campbell – would have been ideal for the mission, she thought.  It would have gotten him away from Earth for months, if not years, allowing the post-war political chaos to settle without destroying his career.  Her protégé had made a fool of himself – he’d said as much in his final message – and yet, he was still a good man.  If he’d survived ...

She put the thought aside.  She had no time to indulge in wishful thinking.  The future of the entire human race, and Britain’s place in the stars, might be at risk.  She needed to act fast.

We have no choice, she thought, tapping her console.  Her aide would set up the meeting with the PM, as soon as possible.  If we don’t go look to see what’s there, who will?
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Chapter One: London, United Kingdom
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Commander Staci Templeton awoke, drenched in sweat.

For a moment, she was unsure of where she was.  The nightmare had been intense, a bitter reminder of HMS Unicorn’s final moments before she’d rammed the alien brainship, blowing both starships into atoms and giving HMS Lion a chance to escape before it was too late.  It had been a hard battle, and a costly one, but they’d won.  Or had they?  Her nightmare had been so intense, so real, that she honestly wasn’t sure what was real.  She’d seen the virus infecting the ship, the crew turning into monsters before her eyes ...

She rubbed her forehead as she sat up.  She’d declined the offer of a bed in the admiralty barracks, or a room at one of London’s many clubs, and chosen a simple bedsit on the outskirts of the city, simply because she wanted to be alone.  Her peers didn’t know what to make of her.  She’d been ordered to abandon ship, to abandon her commanding officer, and yet they judged her for leaving him behind.  One did not abandon one’s comrades, they said, even if one was ordered to do so.  Staci knew she’d feel the same way, if she was in their shoes, although she knew it wouldn’t make a difference.  Captain Mitch Campbell, Staci’s friend and mentor, had gone down with his ship.  All she could have done, if she’d stayed, was add one more name to the final casualty list.

And he told me to go, she thought.  She felt guilty, even though she had obeyed her commander’s orders.  She’d had commanders she hadn’t really respected, men and women who had never inspired loyalty, but Captain Campbell had been a good man, even if he had been fucking a married woman.  I had to do as I was ordered.

The thought hurt as she stared around the cramped room.  She’d spent the last nine months, after her return to Earth, standing in front of a Board of Inquiry and answering their questions ... the same questions, time and time again.  It felt like torture, even though she understood the logic.  It was supposed to be hard to maintain a consistent lie if one was constantly asked the same questions, slightly differently phrased every time.  She suspected that wasn’t the real reason.  If the Board had thought she was lying, they had the right – and the duty – to pump her full of truth drugs and ask her questions while the tech monitored her brainwaves to make sure the drugs were working.  No, she was sure they were drawing the inquiry out as long as possible, simply because of the political implications.  Staci snorted at the thought as she clambered out of bed, feeling old despite her relative youth.  If Captain Campbell had kept it in his pants, perhaps his death and his ship’s destruction would have passed unremarked.  Perhaps ...

He told you to remain in the navy and, when you reached command, stay there as long as possible, she reminded herself.  Her former CO’s last message had been both affectionate and stern, telling her to put her own career first.  And never ever give up.

She staggered into the tiny washroom and glared at herself in the mirror.  The face looking back at her didn’t feel like hers.  Blonde hair, blue eyes, a trim yet muscular body ... she’d put on a little weight, she noted sourly, because she hadn’t kept herself in shape.  She’d allowed her hair to grow out, when it had dawned on her she wasn’t going to be reassigned to a new ship in a hurry ... she ran her hand through her chin-length curls, wondering if it was worth getting it cropped short again.  The navy didn’t encourage long hairstyles.  They got in the way when one had to throw on a spacesuit in a tearing hurry.

Her nightmare flickered at the back of her mind as she stepped into the shower, washed hurriedly and then clambered out before the water could shut off.  London was still in lockdown, the water – and everything else – rationed to ensure everyone had enough to eat, drink, and wash.  It didn’t bother her that much – the navy rationed water even though there was no shortage of ice asteroids that could be mined – but she’d read endless complaints on the datanet.  The civvies believed the war was over.  Staci wished they were right.  Sure, the virus’s space fleet had been destroyed, but there were still hundreds of infections right across the Human Sphere and beyond.  

They just want it to end, Staci told herself.  And who can blame them?

She flicked the wall-mounted screen on as she returned to the bedroom and started to dress.  The BBC was as bland and boring as ever, talking heads pontificating about politics and the endless debate in the House of Commons over who – if anyone – should succeed Prime Minister Harrison and lead Great Britain into the post-war world.  Staci rolled her eyes as they brought on a series of academics, none of whom had any experience of the real world nor any awareness of just how unworkable their suggestions actually were.  One might as well wave a magic wand, chant some bastardised Latin, and expect it to work.  She dismissed the thought as she finished dressing, then forced herself to watch a mindless show about navy life, silently listing the many inaccuracies in the show.  She’d reached fifty-seven when her wristcom bleeped, informing her she had an appointment with the First Space Lord in two hours.  She sighed as she stood, keying her wristcom to call a taxi.  The Board of Inquiry had probably reached its decision.

And that could be either good or bad, she thought.  She’d had the feeling the verdict was already done and dusted, before the inquiry had started, but that hadn’t stopped the assembled officers from giving her a very hard time.  Bastards.  They’d had plenty of time to review the records well before she’d returned to Earth.  They had no real cause to give her a dishonourable discharge, or even a black mark in her file.  If the Admiral herself is speaking to me ...

She put the thought out of her mind as she checked she had her wristcom and pistol, then made her way downstairs.  The bedsit appeared empty, no one manning the desk in the tiny lobby.  She knew it was an illusion.  The people who rented such rooms – often for little more than an hour or two – wanted privacy, without any real social interaction.  Everything was electronic.  There was no such thing as room service and she wouldn’t have trusted it if there had.  The rooms were so unclean she dreaded to think what might come out of their kitchens.  The only upside was that reporters couldn’t track her down.

The taxi was waiting.  She climbed inside and forced herself to relax during the drive into London, passing through a handful of military and police checkpoints before finally reaching Whitehall.  There were fewer with every passing month, she noted, although it hadn’t stopped the civvies complaining.  Staci understood their point.  She was used to passing through endless checkpoints, when making her way from one posting to another, but it was irritating to have to show her papers time and time again.  And yet, there was no choice.  A single zombie could cause no end of havoc, if he got into Central London without being detected.  Staci had seen the statistics.  Better to endure some minor inconvenience than get infected and killed.

Perhaps on the streets, perhaps in a hospital bed, she thought, coldly.  There were ways to purge the virus from a host’s body, but they were sometimes fatal.  The civilians don’t understand how hard it is, even with modern medicine, to cure the infection.

She put the thought out of her mind as the taxi stopped outside the Admiralty Building to let her disembark.  A uniformed aide saluted, then led her down a series of corridors – and two more checkpoints – into an antechamber.  Staci had expected to be told to wait, to cool her heels to show her who was really in charge, but instead she was shown straight into the admiral’s office.  She stood to attention and saluted.  Admiral Lady Susan Onarina was one of the few flag officers who’d enjoyed Captain Campbell’s unstinting respect.  Her record spoke for itself.

“Commander,” Lady Susan said.  “Thank you for coming.  Tea?  Coffee?”

Staci relaxed, slightly.  The offer of a drink was a clear sign she wasn’t in trouble, although she wasn’t out of the woods yet.  The admirals would be looking for someone to blame for Unicorn’s destruction; and her commanding officer was dead, his body nothing more than atoms orbiting an alien star.  Staci doubted they could make her a scapegoat, but they could make life very hard if they’d decided she’d been technically in command of the frigate during its final moments.  She knew officers who’d landed in hot water because they’d been technically in command, but never been aware they were the senior survivor until it was too late.

The aide brought her a cup of tea, then withdrew silently.  Staci studied the admiral thoughtfully, waiting for her to speak.  Lady Susan was a dark-skinned woman, her hair slowly shading to grey.  Staci felt a twinge of sympathy.  Lady Susan had been a starship commander, but now she was flying a desk in London, the uniformed head of the Royal Navy who was permanently accountable to politicians who knew little about how the navy really worked.  It couldn’t be an easy position, no matter the honours regularly poured upon the incumbent.  Staci wanted to climb the ladder, but perhaps not that high.

“The Board of Inquiry has finished its deliberations,” Lady Susan informed her.  “They have ruled that you are personally blameless in the loss of HMS Unicorn and, in fact, following the orders you were given by your CO was the right course of action.  The tactical analysts will be debating the precise course of the final battle for many years to come, I fear, but their conclusions will not affect you personally.  Captain Campbell’s final report on you, filed before he departed on his final mission, included a recommendation for you to be promoted to captain as soon as possible and given your own ship.  I have chosen to accept his recommendation.”

Staci’s breath caught in her throat.  She’d known she was blameless, but ... her career might have suffered, just for spending so much of the last couple of years as Captain Campbell’s XO.  The man had had powerful enemies.  It would have been easy for one of them to insist his recommendations were worthless, that Staci might even have picked up bad habits from her former CO.  Who knew?  Some senior officers, no longer in touch with the realities of naval life, became political creatures, fighting bitter bureaucratic wars rather than concentrating on what was really important.  And they might have casually destroyed her career in passing.

The admiral smiled.  “You are being given HMS Endeavour,” she added.  “And we have a very specific mission for you.”

Staci blinked.  Endeavour?  A deep-space survey ship, if she remembered correctly.  Her class had never been particularly popular, not when they were intended to serve as both military and civilian vessels.  The Royal Navy had done its best to keep survey ships and crews isolated from the rest of the fleet, although – with an increasing need to find newer tramlines –prospective admirals often served a term on a survey ship before they were promoted.  And she was being given a survey ship?  She wasn’t sure if it was a sign the admirals thought she’d join them one day or a cunning plan to get her out of their hair.  Before the war, it had been common for survey ships to spend years away from home.

“I ... thank you,” she managed.  A survey ship ... it would be something different.  And yet, she was sure there were more qualified officers.  She’d spent most of her career on frigates and gunboats, not capital ships.  “What do you want me to do?”

Lady Susan smiled again, perhaps recognising the unspoken question.  “Tell me ... did you hear anything about the alien artefact discovered at Virus Prime?”

“Yes, Admiral.”  Staci had no trouble recalling the details.  “I was told it would be studied properly after the war.”

“Quite.”  Lady Susan leaned forward, slightly.  “Unfortunately, too many people on both Lion and Unicorn were aware of the artefact’s discovery.  They certainly heard rumours, rumours that – as always – grew increasingly wild as they moved from mouth to mouth.  We were careful, in line with protocols devised after the first hint there was an ancient and very powerful race out there, to try to limit word spreading from place to place, but we may have been unsuccessful.  We don’t know how many unfriendly powers may have heard the stories.”

Staci frowned.  “If the stories are that wild, Admiral, surely they won’t be believed.”

“We hope not, yet we don’t know,” Lady Susan said.  “You can read the reports later – I’ve had you cleared for them – but right now, all you need to know is that an alien starchart was discovered within the artefact under odd and slightly unclear circumstances.  If it is accurate, we may know where to find the alien homeworld.  Your mission is to travel to the alien homeworld and, if possible, attempt to make contact.  Your orders are a little vague, I’m afraid, because we don’t know what you’ll find.  You’ll have considerable freedom to proceed as you see fit.”

Because I’ll be travelling well outside the flicker network, Staci thought.  I’ll have a truly independent command.

She schooled her face into impassivity.  It was hard not to feel a twinge of excitement, mingled with unease and fear.  She knew the basic parameters of interstellar combat, as laid down by the known spacefaring races.  There were few true surprises.  But unknown tech, from an unknown race ... who knew what it could do?  Who knew what certainties would vanish, as if they’d never been, in the face of technology she didn’t have the slightest idea was even possible?  Her imagination provided quite a few possible answers.  Who knew what was so far beyond her imagination that it would blindside her completely, if it was deployed against her?

“We don’t know much of anything about the Builders,” Lady Susan said.  “We know they were watching the virus, Captain, and we know they had some means of keeping it in check, preventing it from trying to overwhelm their installations.  We know they left a large artefact behind, something we cannot even begin to understand.  Beyond that, all we really have is speculation.  Did they create the virus?  Did they let it go or ... or did it break free of their control?  Or ... or what?  We don’t know.  We dare not assume their motives are friendly.”

“If they are unfriendly,” Staci pointed out, “we may be ... screwed.”

“They may do us a great deal of harm, just by existing,” Lady Susan said.  “Our existence did the Vesy no favours, when they finally realised just how advanced we were.  There have been hundreds of complications, from them trying to discard their old ways and embracing ours to demands for newer and better weapons, medical technology and everything else we can offer them.  In a sense, their society may have hit a brick wall and stopped dead, the moment the Russians landed on their world.  They are steadily losing the ability to innovate for themselves – and why should they, why should they even try, when we already have all the answers?  The same could happen to us.  It has happened, in the past.”

“Not on such a big scale,” Staci said.

“No,” Lady Susan agreed.  “But contact between two very unequal societies has always been painful, even when there is no hostile intent.  We know a great deal about how the universe works, and we were capable of using what we knew to catch up with the first aliens we encountered.  But what will happen to us when the gulf is so wide as to be beyond all hope of jumping across, before it is too late?  That’s another reason for sending you out alone, Captain.  If you encounter something beyond our ability to accept, word will not spread beyond the handful of people already involved in the project.”

“It seems unlikely,” Staci said.

“We don’t know,” Lady Susan said.  “What if we encounter an alien race so advanced they just need to snap their fingers to do anything?  What if we encounter a race of pure telepaths, who can read our thoughts effortlessly?  What happens if they know there’s life after death, or think their religion is the one true faith, or something – anything – that will disrupt our society and damage it beyond all hope of repair?  We have to plan for the worst, without even being sure our thinking can encompass the worst.”

“I see your problem,” Staci said.  Her stomach churned.  “How do we know they’re not already watching us?”

“We don’t,” Lady Susan said, flatly.  “And because we know nothing about them, we don’t know what they’ll find objectionable.  Not yet.”

Staci nodded, grimly.  The idea of being watched by alien minds was unpleasant, even though she’d spent most of her life in the navy, where there was no such thing as privacy.  It was rare for a pervert to take advantage of it and, if one did, she knew how to deal with it.  But watching aliens?  She hoped they were just being paranoid.  They might never know for sure.

“I understand,” she said.  “I won’t let you down.”

“I’m sure of it,” Lady Susan said, passing Staci a datachip.  “Your orders.  A shuttle flight has already been organised to get you to your new command.  Once you assume command, prepare for departure.  I want you ready to depart by the time the ambassadorial and xenospecialist staffs arrive.”

“Understood,” Staci said.  She felt a thrill of excitement, even if they were plunging into the unknown.  “We’ll be ready.” 
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Chapter Two: London, United Kingdom
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The statue didn’t look like him.

Lady Charlotte Hammond stood under the column, wrapped in a scarf that protected her identity from prying eyes and studied the statue sourly.  Mitch Campbell had never been a particularly handsome man, although he’d had a certain charm – and liveliness – about him that had more than made up for the deficiency.  Charlotte had grown up amongst the aristocracy.  She’d known hundreds of boys and girls who’d body-shaped themselves before even reaching puberty, making themselves so stunningly handsome or beautiful that it had been common, then creepy.  Their adult selves had lacked for nothing but character.  They’d been boring, so boring Charlotte had been reluctant to spend any time with them.  Mitch, on the other hand ...

He told me he regretted nothing, she thought.  Mitch’s last message to her had been short and surprisingly sweet, for a man who knew he was going into harm’s way ... she wondered, not for the first time, if he’d had a premonition of his own death.  And that I should live my life to the full.

She sighed, as a wave of despondency overcame her.  She’d had no illusions about herself.  She’d spent too long running her husband’s estates to let herself hide behind self-deception.  She knew she’d set out to build something for herself, to make a career that would give her a chance to be someone in her own right, not just the daughter of one aristocrat and the wife of another.  She knew she’d hurt her husband badly, along with her daughters, and yet ... she’d spent so long submerging her own ambitions and carrying out her family duty that she found it hard to care.  Didn’t she deserve something of her own?  When was it going to be her time to shine?  And ... she shook her head, trying to resist the urge to curse herself, or to blame everything on her lover.  She’d known what she was doing.  She couldn’t hide anything from herself, no matter what she hid from others.

And if he hadn’t died, she mused, I could have built one hell of a career.

She held the image in her mind for a long moment, considering it.  She wouldn’t have held any public post, nor would she have tried to win elections.  Captain Campbell, war hero, would have been the public face, while she pulled the strings and quietly built up a reputation of her own.  She would have held power, real power ... she dismissed the tantalising image.  Her lover had died, saving – irony of ironies – her husband’s life.  And she was alone.

Her datapad vibrated, once.  She ignored it.  She’d burnt her bridges, chopped off the branch before realising – too late – that she was sitting on the wrong side of the cut.  Her husband would hardly take her back, not after his public humiliation.  She didn’t even want to go back.  Her daughters might not disown her, but ... they wouldn’t understand.  Not unless they went through the same experience themselves.  And they might, if their marriages were arranged by their father.  Lord Hammond was a good man – Charlotte conceded as much, at least in the privacy of her own thoughts – but he was a very limited man.  Military men tended to be unwilling to bend, unwilling to think about conceding something in the short term to gain a long-term advantage.  It was why she’d planned to ensure she held the reins, as Captain Campbell started his political career.  She would have taken him right to the top.

She shook her head, feeling a glimmer of frustration.  She’d trapped herself, as surely as Lady Hamilton had put herself outside the boundaries of polite society after Lord Nelson’s death.  There were no invitations waiting in her inbox, no parties or gatherings or even private chats.  Once, there’d been so many she could pick and choose as she pleased, showing favour or withholding it at will.  Now ... she resisted the urge to check her bank balance again.  She knew it was dangerously low.  Her trust fund was almost exhausted.  She had no other sources of income, not even alimony, now that the political edifice she’d built was crumbling in the wake of her figurehead’s death.  She scowled in annoyance.  She’d thrilled to the idea of throwing together something fragile, yet daring.  She’d liked the idea of having to constantly improvise to keep her ramshackle edifice together.  In hindsight, it had been a mistake.  She really should have considered the possibility her lover would never come home.

The thought mocked her.  Affairs, private affairs, were a given in High Society.  No one cared, as long as they stayed firmly out of the public eye.  She could have had any pretty-boy she wanted, anyone who ... she shook her head.  They hadn’t been exciting.  The idea of going to bed with them was about as thrilling as the idea of scratching her head.  Mitch ... oh, there’d been one hell of a thrill in bedding him.  She’d loved every minute of wantonness, every moment she’d thrown caution to the winds and fucked him.  And yet ... it had bitten her.  Hard.  She knew, now, there was no way home.  The last of her influence was fading quickly.  Once it was gone, it would be the end.  She had nowhere to go.

And I’m probably about to get my marching orders, she thought, sourly.  The PM’s message left no room for doubt.

She straightened, reminding herself she came from a long line of aristocrats who’d survived for nearly a thousand years, and started to walk towards Whitehall.  Hardly anyone paid any attention to her, something that amused and irritated her in equal measure.  Charlotte knew she was notorious, yet ... who cared?  She was yesterday’s news, her story little more than sensationalist drivel that had run its course.  Mitch Campbell had been a great man in life, a war hero feted by all; now that he was gone, his lover was of little importance.  It was just a matter of time until she vanished completely.  Why should anyone pay attention to her, if they saw her on the streets?  If they recognised her, they’d pretend otherwise.  They wouldn’t want to be accused of paying attention to a has-been.  The world had moved on.

The thought mocked her as she turned the corner and approached the checkpoint.  There’d been a time when she’d been driven through, without having to stop and show her papers.  Those days were gone too.  She pressed her fingers against the scanner, allowing it to take a droplet of blood to check for infection, then waited for the policemen to confirm she had been invited to Downing Street.  It galled her to wait, as if she was a prospective governess presenting herself at the tradesman’s entrance.  She would have been happier, perversely, if she’d thought it was deliberate, that someone was making her wait to put her firmly in her place.  But she knew she’d fallen too far for anyone to bother.  It was a minor miracle the PM had even bothered to summon her.

He either got the hints I sowed, or he wants to tell me to step out of society personally, she thought.  She doubted it was the latter, although the former had been one hell of a long shot.  It wasn’t uncommon for political undesirables to be reassigned somewhere that looked prestigious – in reality, an excuse to get them out of the country – but she had a lot of political enemies.  The PM’s position wasn’t as solid as he would prefer.  If my enemies demanded that he tell me to leave personally ...

Her heart sank as she was shown through the gates, then up to Ten Downing Street and into the waiting room.  She just wasn’t that important.  She’d made a fool of herself, fallen so far that there was no point in driving her any further out of society.  She could barely sustain herself, let alone rebuild her position.  Her enemies didn’t need to burn up their political capital, just to kick her when she was down.  All they had to do was wait and watch the world do it for them.  She’d be begging in the gutters shortly, if she tried to stay in London.  She wondered, idly, if it might not be time to run up the white flag and try to negotiate some kind of settlement with her husband.  If she agreed to leave quietly ...

The steward brought her a cup of tea, then retreated.  Charlotte sipped it carefully, trying not to show her impatience.  There were no visible cameras in the waiting room, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there.  Just having to wait was a mocking reminder of just how far she’d fallen.  A year ago, the PM would have seen her instantly.  A year ago ... she’d been a mover and shaker, spending money like water to build influence and power.  Now ...

Forget the past, she told herself, savagely.  Concentrate on the future.

An aide, a young blonde woman, stepped into the room.  “The Prime Minister will see you now.”

Charlotte stood, putting the cup to one side.  “Thank you.”

The aide said nothing as she led Charlotte through the maze of corridors.  Charlotte scowled inwardly.  The young woman wouldn’t have been there, in the very heart of government, if she wasn’t clever and perceptive.  She wasn’t fawning on Charlotte, which boded ill for the future.  And yet ... Charlotte dismissed the thought with a flicker of irritation.  The young woman was only a few years older than Charlotte’s daughters.  The idea she’d have any real say in national policy was thoroughly absurd.  

She composed herself, standing proudly as she was shown into the PM’s office.  Arthur Harrison stood to greet her, holding out a hand for her to shake as though she was an honoured guest.  Charlotte doubted it.  If the PM had seen her as anything other than just another person he had to deal with, he would have had her shown to his private reception room, where they could have had a much less formal discussion.  She supposed she should count herself lucky they were having any sort of meeting.  She was in such bad odour it would have been easy for the PM to quietly ignore her until she ran out of money and went away.

“Lady Charlotte,” the PM said.  “Thank you for coming.”

Charlotte nodded, studying him thoughtfully.  Arthur Harrison looked tired, tired and worn.  He’d led Britain through the war, but now the population wanted the peace dividend yesterday, if not the day before.  And it was pretty much impossible.  Charlotte knew the only reason the Leader of the Opposition hadn’t pushed for a Vote of Confidence, which would have led quickly to a general election, was the fear of having to tell the public their demands simply couldn’t be met.  It had to be galling to know the only reason you were still in office was because no one wanted your job.  Charlotte wondered, idly, if the PM was already lining up his replacement.  The country would have to have an election in eighteen months anyway and it might be better if the party was led by a younger, more charismatic, leader.

But they don’t want to be encumbered either, she told herself.  They’d sooner have him make all the unpopular decisions, then try to take his place.

“I was very sorry to hear of Captain Campbell’s death,” the PM continued.  “He was a good man.”

“He was,” Charlotte said, resisting the urge to point out that he’d been effectively sanctified in death.  The PM and everyone else could deliver all the eulogies they wanted, talking about a saint rather than a living breathing man, warts and all.  It wouldn’t have been so easy if Captain Campbell had returned home.  “The country owes him a vast debt.”

“Yes.”  Arthur Harrison met her eyes, coldly.  “I trust you’ll understand if I speak bluntly?”

“Of course,” Charlotte said.  She’d never had much patience for the iron fist in the velvet glove.  If one was going to crush someone’s hopes and dreams, one could at least have the courtesy not to pretend they were doing one a favour.  “I will understand.”

The PM said nothing for a long moment, then spoke with quiet deliberateness.  “You attempted to build up a political machine that would propel you, and your paramour, into the heights of power.  You did, in fact, use the machine to convince the government to send reinforcements to Virus Prime, which played a major role in fighting the final battle of the war.  However, with Captain Campbell’s death, and your own disgrace, your machine is flailing itself to death.  Your supporters are edging away and your future lies in ruins.”

Charlotte nodded curtly, hiding a flicker of amusement.  Her own assessment of the situation was considerably worse.  Her supporters weren’t edging away – they’d edged away.  She supposed it was possible they wouldn’t be too overt about it – no one liked a traitor, even if edging away was the poor bastard’s best move – but she doubted they’d give her more than lip service, if she asked.  She hadn’t tried, not really.  The quickest way to undermine one’s position was to give an order you knew might not be obeyed.

“This gives us an interesting problem,” the PM continued.  “We are trying to rebuild after the war.  We don’t need political scandals or high-profile divorces, with everyone taking sides and political coalitions rupturing.  Your husband’s enemies are already licking their lips, considering the chaos that might follow in your wake.  We don’t need that either.”

“No,” Charlotte agreed.

“It is important, therefore, to get you out of the country,” the PM said.  “We are prepared to offer you a position as titular head of a diplomatic mission, with a salary to match.  You will, of course, have a staff who will do most of the actual work.”

Charlotte’s eyes narrowed.  Ambassadors were often chosen for domestic policy reasons, rather than practical or diplomatic ones.  They were little more than the public face of the country they represented, while their staff – as the PM had said – did the work.  It wasn’t uncommon, too, for an ambassador to take the fall if something went spectacularly wrong, but even then the ambassador would be pensioned off rather than simply sacked.  She knew at least two ambassadors who’d had to carry the can for failures of government policy, but allowed to go into paid retirement to keep them from making a fuss.  It crossed her mind to wonder if she was being set up, but it was unlikely.  The PM didn’t have to go so far if he wanted her to wind up with egg on her face.

“A tempting offer,” she said.  Where did they want her to go?  America?  France?  It was unlikely it would be any major power, let alone an alien homeworld.  Perhaps it would be Argentina.  It would be an uncomfortable posting even if she wasn’t expected to do more than chat about nothing, every so often.  “Where do you have in mind?”

“Deep space,” the PM said.  “We may have a lead on another spacefaring alien race.”

“And you want to send me as ambassador,” Charlotte said, in disbelief.  “Me?”

The PM explained, quickly.  Charlotte had to fight to keep her face expressionless.  The mission was ... she honestly didn’t know if she wanted to laugh or cry.  If the alien race was dead and gone, she’d be out of the system for months ... if not years.  The country would move on, forgetting her.  And if the alien race was still around, trying to make contact would be extremely difficult.  Her staff would do all the legwork and probably get all the credit.

And there aren’t that many xeno-trained ambassadors, she mused.  The Foreign Office had plenty of xenospecialists, but ambassadors rarely had a xenospecialist background. The ones we have are needed on homeworlds we know are alive and kicking.

Her thoughts churned.  If she accepted the offer, she’d have a chance to rebuild her reputation ... or, at least, give the country a chance to forget her.  And she’d be paid a healthy salary.  If she refused ... she doubted there’d be a second opportunity.  The PM clearly thought he could take the risk of sending her on the mission.  Hell, it wasn’t that big a risk.  If the Builders were dead and gone, she’d just be dead weight.  If they were still around, her staff would do the hard work while she just sat at the table and pretended to work.  She wondered, idly, if the Builders would know or care she was in disgrace.  Somehow, she doubted it.  Human politics meant very little to its alien allies and vice versa.

“The mission is due to depart shortly,” the PM said.  “Certain classified files will only be made available to you once you have accepted the assignment, at which point you will be bound by the terms of the Official Secrets Act.  I need an answer shortly, ideally by the end of the day.  If you decline the assignment, I’ll have to look for someone else.”

If you can find someone, Charlotte thought, coldly.  The assignment is unlikely to win anyone any plaudits.

She had to admire the PM’s gall.  None of her enemies could object to sending her hundreds of light-years away from Earth.  Her friends, such as they were, would probably be relieved.  He’d get rid of a tricky little problem ... the only downside, for him, would be that he couldn’t put one of his cronies in the post, but even that worked in his favour.  Who wanted to be so far from the corridors of power?  And with little chance of actually making contact ...

Everyone would know I’d been sent into exile, she thought.  But it might just give me a chance to pause and reboot my career.

“I accept,” she said.  “I’ll have to talk to the lawyers, to finalise everything, but I am happy to take on the assignment.”

“Good.”  The PM smiled.  “My staff will make the arrangements.  They’ll see to your supplies and transport to the ship.  You’ll leave in two days.”

Charlotte nodded.  “You move fast.”

“Yes,” the PM said.  “It’s only a matter of time before someone else realises what we’ve found.  We need to know what we’re dealing with before the rest of the world gets involved.”
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Chapter Three: HMS Endeavour, Sol System
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“Captain?”

Staci jerked awake, shaking her head as the shuttle glided towards its destination.  It had been a busy few hours, before her departure from Heathrow Spaceport.  The promotions ceremony had been thrown together on short notice, giving her almost no time to call her parents before her new pips were pinned on her collar and she was rushed to the spaceport.  She wasn’t sure if she’d have time to write a message to her family, certainly not one that wouldn’t pass through the censors before it was allowed onto the datanet.  Thankfully, they knew – now – that the Board of Inquiry had declared her personally blameless.  They wouldn’t have to keep deflecting questions when people asked about their daughter’s career.

She rubbed her forehead, forcing herself to sit up.  The shipyard ahead of them was a blaze of lights, hanging in the inky darkness of interplanetary space.  It felt like yesterday when it had been attacked, enemy ships trying to take out humanity’s ability to produce ships, starfighters and missiles to fight its battles.  There were hundreds of ships within sensor range, all hastily being refitted in preparation for the next war.  Staci liked to think the human race had entered a time of peace and prosperity, but she doubted it.  The virus was still out there, even though it was no longer spacefaring.  Who knew what else was out there too?

“We are making our final approach to Endeavour now,” the pilot informed her.   “Do you want me to orbit the hull before we dock?”

“Please,” Staci said.  

She braced herself as one collection of running lights seemed to grow sharper.  She had no idea when she’d have a chance to see her ship’s exterior again.  She’d never held command in her own right, not until now, but she knew how much work her former commanders had had to do.  She was going to be very busy, just handling matters that couldn’t be passed down to her XO.  It was funny, she reflected, how the movies trying to convince youngsters to join the navy never showed the paperwork.  It was all action and adventure, with laser blasts and starfighter battles and heroes so heroic they never so much as got their hair mussed.  Staci supposed she couldn’t blame the producers.  If she’d known how much paperwork she’d have to do, as she climbed the ladder, she might have thought twice about a naval career too.

Or perhaps not, she thought, as HMS Endeavour came into view.  If I’d become an accountant, I wouldn’t have a command of my own.

The blaze of lights suddenly resolved into a starship, illuminated by spotlights mounted on remote work platforms.  Staci leaned forward, drinking in the details.  Endeavour was over three hundred meters long, her hull seemingly rough and crude compared to a cruiser or battleship.  Most human ships were modular, but sheathed in armour; Endeavour seemed almost naked, as if her interior was exposed to enemy fire.  Staci reminded herself, not for the first time, that it made a great deal of sense.  Endeavour wasn’t expected to stand in the line of battle.  Instead, her crew needed access to carry out repairs hundreds of light-years from the nearest shipyard.  The thought made her grimace.  Mounting deep-strike missions into enemy territory had been hard enough, back during the war.  Now, they were going to be travelling even further.

She smiled as her eyes picked out the shuttles and landers docked to the starship’s hull.  Endeavour wasn’t that different from Lion, at least in some respects.  The docking ring looked larger, more generalist than the battlecruiser’s, but the basic principle was the same.  She wondered, suddenly, which one had come first.  The battlecruiser’s design had had its weaknesses, back in the war, but ... she shook her head.  Endeavour wasn’t a warship.  She was designed to evade enemy contact, rather than snipe at enemy ships from long range.

And we want to make peaceful contact, if possible, she told herself.  We don’t want to find ourselves at war with a super-race.

The shuttle levelled out and glided towards the command hatch.  Staci braced herself, feeling a thrill matched with an odd sense of trepidation.  She’d always assumed her first command would be a frigate, a ship she knew from top to bottom.  It was rare for a frigate officer to be promoted straight into a command post on a capital ship.  She wondered, suddenly, if the survey crews would resent her.  They might have preferred someone with experience in survey work, rather than a cross-promoted officer.  She would have to work hard to earn their trust.  It wouldn’t be easy.

She waited for the gravity field to shiver and stabilise, then stood, picked up her knapsack and headed for the hatch.  She’d always travelled light.  There’d been little room for personal possessions on Unicorn, even for the ship’s XO.  She made a mental note to make sure she had everything she needed in the ship’s stores, just in case.  She’d been in the navy long enough to know better to than to assume the bureaucracy would take care of it.  It wouldn’t be the first time a transfer was organised so quickly the poor officer wound up without a spare uniform.  She’d once had to share one of her spares with a lieutenant who hadn’t brought a spare with him.

The hatch hissed open.  Staci stepped through and pressed her hand against the bioscanner inside the airlock.  There was a long pause – she was sure they’d made it longer than it needed to be – and then the inner hatch opened, allowing her to board her ship for the first time.  A wave of warm air washed across her face, bringing the scent of too many humans in too close of a proximity.  Endeavour wasn’t a new-build ship, Staci recalled.  Her refit hadn’t been anything like as extensive as her previous CO would have preferred.  She made a mental note to check the air scrubbers, as well as everything else.  She was going to have to spend the next few days crawling over the entire ship, just to make sure she knew where everything was.  A CO who didn’t know her own ship was asking for trouble.

“Captain,” a young man said.  “I’m Commander Mike Jenner.  Welcome onboard HMS Endeavour.”

Staci nodded, then shook his hand.  Commander Jenner was older than she’d expected, although – if she recalled correctly – promotion was always slower in survey.  He was a light-skinned man with brown hair, slowly shading to grey, wearing a simple shipsuit and gloves.  She made a mental note to read his file as quickly as possible, just in case there were any unexpected surprises waiting.  It was unlikely Jenner would have been left in his post, if there were any suggestions he wasn’t capable of handling the job, but it was important to be sure.  She sighed, inwardly.  Jenner would be more than human if he didn’t feel a twinge of resentment at her being promoted over his head, not if he’d been in the navy longer than she.  She’d have to keep an eye on that too.

“Thank you,” she said.  “It’s good to be here.”

Jenner nodded and led her along the corridor.  “We’ve finished most of the refit,” he explained, as they passed a series of open hatches and work gangs pulling old components out of the bulkheads and replacing them.  “The finishing touches are being completed now, Captain, and we should be ready to depart as planned.”

Staci nodded.  “What were you doing during the war?”

“Probing possible tramlines leading into enemy space, mostly,” Jenner explained.  “We found a pair of dead worlds, and three more so heavily infected that there was no hope of saving the local population.  The tramlines themselves were hardly worth exploiting, or so we thought.  We never had the chance to find out.”

“No,” Staci agreed.  “Did you encounter the enemy fleet?”

“No.”  Jenner shrugged.  “We stayed well clear of anything that might detect us.  We had a nasty moment in one system, where we thought they might have caught a sniff of us, but they never gave chase.  We decided, after a series of evasive manoeuvres that were designed to force a cloaked opponent to reveal himself, that we’d either been wrong or they decided it wasn’t worth coming after us.  It was never easy to know which way they’d jump.”

Staci couldn’t disagree.  The virus had been the most alien of humanity’s alien enemies, its thinking – if indeed it thought at all – so inhuman there was no way its actions could be easily predicted.  Staci had read the discussion papers, some arguing the virus’s behaviour was
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