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CHAPTER 1 – A Question of Speed
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The Bekel, ship’s time/date: 403.374.7.58.949 After Departure. Earth time: 19 Nov 2091.
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“KAYLAR, RAISE SHIELDS! And keep us hidden from Voth fleet scanners.”

“Force shields raised, Rilla,” Kaylar reported. “Scanner jamming already on.

Rilla Dekkutz acknowledged that with a palmraise and stared into the simtank projection between the forward sight-ports as she assessed the tactical situation.

“Nam – switch orbit now!” The Bekel would be vulnerable to visual detection during this manoeuvre, but the new orbit was the best defence this planetary configuration offered. A white hologrammatic dot marked the Bekel’s position between Declain’s moons Bacar and Ammax, as they swung about their common centre of gravity. Bacar was nearest the planet as their orbit switched from it to Ammax.

On the far side of the planet the larger third moon, heavily-cratered Grus, circled further out, and below all the satellites, the Voth space station lay in low Declain orbit. The eighteen red dots distributed along its four arms marked the Voth fleet.

“Missile incoming – the Voth must have visually spotted us!” Kaylar said.

“Computer, estimate time to approach and range of missile and nearest crawler.”

[Missile approach in two hundredths and closing. Range, one thousand tondors. Crawler approach in three hundredths.]

“We may be faster,” Rilla observed, “but their weapons would seem to have greater range. And computer, the further crawler?”

[Approach in five hundredths.]

“Raise force shields and begin a countdown.” Closer combat conditions would have been more dangerous; but Voth vessels weren’t nicknamed “crawlers” for nothing, though they could manoeuvre the craft by running an electric current through the diffractive material of their solar sails – as they’d learned during their alliance with the Kiai.

Rilla noticed the blue missile marker in the simtank as two “crawler”-class vessels, the Voth ships, crept towards the Bekel. External sensor data showed the missile following a parabolic curve towards their position. The countdown sounded in the background. Rilla raised her arm to punch the siren panel by instinct, then stopped herself. The only crew onboard are here in the control room.

The nearest ship had broken docking formation from the space station, while the furthest approached from the Kiai system nearby, and paralleled the Bekel’s course. Either craft could have spotted them, but it was most likely the crawler from the Kiai system; it was in motion, and some distance out, so would have a different view.

“Evasive manoeuvre, Nam. Ready missiles, Kaylar – fire on my order and resume shielding immediately. We’ll let their missile get close enough that they think it’ll hit us, then fire and dive around the back of Ammax, so we disappear visually. Tambur, Nam – as we fire, take us between Bacar and Ammax again. Bacar will shield us from the Voth fleet, and Ammax from sensors on these crawlers.”

Each woman signed their understanding with a palmraise.

The second crawler coasted without firing. Out of range, Rilla thought. Neither’s near enough for real damage. Her gaze found icy Bacar and rocky, grey-brown Ammax in the simtank. “We’ll proceed with caution.”

She surveyed her skeleton crew. Nam Garangey sat at the nav/com column, head concealed by the navigator’s headset, legs astride her chair to accommodate the child which had moved into the birth position only hours before. Vinta Pril monitored the environmental controls for the Bekel, plus the life signs from the secret sleep-chamber at its heart, and had also taken on the Science Op and Comms functions. Her pregnancy was less advanced than Nam’s, but Rilla couldn’t mistake the swell of her stomach, nor the careful embrace of the chair that enfolded her. Tambur Dar, the pilot, shared scanner ops with Kaylar. Her baby won’t be born for another half-year. Kaylar Durana’s fingers hovered over the weapons console as she awaited the instruction to fire. She was also responsible for scanner jamming and damage reports. Her pregnancy’s duration had been confirmed just days ago, but all Zarduthi clothing had inbuilt dimensional instability, and would adapt to the coming changes.

Good job too! Rilla thought. Lastly, she laid her hands across her own abdomen. Her greenish leather tunic stretched over it, as did Nam’s and Vinta’s. Beneath her combat leathers, she felt the fine down rise on her skin as the child within her grew, just as when she’d carried her son, Ayar, fourteen years and more before. Her command console also had the engineering console switched through it. Resilient programming and back-up capacity ensured any functions could be switched through to any other console.

The countdown continued in the background. [Missile approach in one hundredth,] the computer informed her. [Nearest crawler will enter firing range in two hundredths, furthest in forty-seven thousandths.]

Rilla turned back to her weapons operative. “Ready to hit that missile, Kaylar?”

“I am.” She allowed herself a grin as she tracked the approach of the missile in the simtank. “Hold...hold...Go!”

The amber panel flashed to tell Rilla the shields had dropped to allow the release of their missile; the flash from the sight-port confirmed it. She tracked its lime green dot in the simtank. As the Bekel swept round Ammax a greater detonation told her their missile had destroyed the incoming one.

[Approach of nearest crawler in one hundredth. Entering firing range. Approach of furthest in forty-five thousandths.]

“Again, Kaylar. Target it!”

“I have.” The flash of the release followed her words.

The Bekel slipped between the moons to follow the rocky outline. Ammax protected the ship from the force of the explosion. The amber panel went dark as their missile hit its target. But another lightburst brought Rilla’s hand up to shield her eyes.

[Approach of nearest crawler estimated at twenty thousandths. Exiting firing range and passing around Ammax in opposite direction. Second crawler’s approach in forty-four thousandths.]

“I missed.” Kaylar locked gaze with Rilla, eyes wide with shock. “How could I have missed?”

“The other crawler took our missile out?” suggested Tambur.

“Then let’s get out of here,” Rilla said. “We should be able to hit it as we round the limb of Ammax.” The Zarduthi soul awaits the best chance of success, she reminded herself.

Ammax slid into view.

[Crawler within firing range.]

“Hit it, Kaylar!” Rilla called.

Kaylar’s fingers flickered over the weapons controls.

Light erupted against sightports. A greater detonation followed, silent in space.

Rilla leaned towards the simtank again. “You got it – well done!” The other crawler had disappeared too. “Hmm. I don’t like that. Could you have got both of them?”

“No hope,” Kaylar said. “Out of range.”

“It must have gone round the far side of Bacar where the simtank can’t pick it up.”

“Playing us at our own game.”

“They can’t catch us. Take us out of the system, Tambur. Head for the yellow star system at 346 degrees.” Rilla pointed into the simtank. “We’ll lure it out after us – make it look as if we’re escaping, then destroy it.”

*
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Omol Fadaifa’s quarters, The Kazid.
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Omol Fadaifa stretched, then folded his arms around Ghaneem Takaren again. “That was go-o-od.”

“Mmm.” Her hand was at his groin, and her mouth curved in mischief. “When can we do it again?”

“You’re insatiable, woman!” But he grinned back. “What d’you want from me, a child?” He watched her eyes, as round and dark as his own. “You’ll need a breeding token first!”

The smile faded from Ghaneem’s face. “Too soon!” she snorted. “I’ve just settled in onboard the Kazid. I don’t fancy being left behind to look after the children while you gallivant off to war. I want to fight beside you for a while before we do that.”

“I’m glad,” Omol smiled. “I’m not ready for parenthood, either. Not just yet.” He glanced at the chronometer on the wall. “I’d better get a move on. I’m due back on-shift in fifteen thousandths.” Omol threw back the bedcover, swung his legs over the side of the bunk, and headed for the steam shower.

Much less than a hundredth later, Omol settled into his com/chair and allowed it to contour itself around him. The chair moved with him so that his body was always supported, the instrument readouts legible. He checked them in the console simcube.

Everything was fine. He relaxed as the ship approached the Declaini system.

*
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Nam looked sideways at Rilla. “That system’s next in the Voth advance.”

“Yes,” Rilla agreed. “Eren says they’ve developed a form of spaceflight based on chemical fuel. He thought they might assist – if necessary.”

“I’ll lay in a course to get us into hyperdrive when we leave the Declaini system,” Nam said, “and lock it in.”

But as they emerged from between the two moons a percussion rocked the Bekel.

“Damage report, Kaylar?”

“Tank split – display damage. I’ll share it to your console, Rilla.”

Rilla craned forwards. The large-scale three-dimensional schematic of the Bekel showed no damage, thanks to the force-shields, but ahead lay the second crawler. She felt the blood drain from her face. How did they get here so fast? They surely can’t use a hyperdrive inside this system’s gravity well – can they?

Her hand strayed to her abdomen as a Voth commander replaced the simtank’s hologrammatic representations. The image was two-dimensional video, and static punctuated the radio signal; but the creature’s apparent lack of sensory organs of any kind sent a shock through her. “Identification immediately, Zarduthi ship.”

“Answer them,” Nam signalled across the control room. “I’ve nearly finished!”

The mushy metallic timbre that issued from the tank was a simulation, as Rilla knew from the clan’s encounter with the Voth on Kiai. The Bekel had its own translator device; it could amplify the electronic signals but couldn’t clean them up much.

“Voth ship, this is the Bekel on a routine patrol,” Rilla replied. “Identify yourself.”

“If Zarduthi ship is Bekel it must know that Voth ships lack individual designations,” the Voth grated. “And if on routine patrol, why destroy one of our ships?”

“It attacked us first.”

“By whose authority is Bekel on patrol?”

“A Zarduthi needs no authority to patrol!”

“Nor Voth.” There was no trace of emotion in the synthesised voice, nor even a quiver of the coarse hairs that protruded between the creature’s armour-plates. “Heave to and surrender, Zarduthi.” The Voth paused only to add, “Immediately, or Voth will fire.”

“We have complied,” Rilla said. “We await instructions.” And she cut the contact. I’ll message Omol. Voth ships don’t have hyperspace technology, so they rely on radio and video comms, although we gave the Kiai leadership hyperspace communications. Hopefully they’ve kept it quiet. “Nam, get me Omol.”

Nam’s fingers flew over the commgrid panel.

“Omol, this is Rilla Dekkutz of the Bekel.”

Omol’s holographic image filled one half of the simtank as he answered. “Shulai, Rilla, are you well?”

“We all are, but we’ve had an incident with a Voth crawler, and we aren’t sure what happened.” Rilla explained about the reappearance of the second Voth ship that had blocked their exit. “We need to enter hyperspace – how soon can you provide a diversion?”
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Omol surveyed his control room. Bebb Jerda, Engineer, Faril Prazg on weapons, Tangar Derren, his navigator/pilot, and Jarane Hebor, comms op, were all intent on their consoles. The atmosphere of calm belied what Omol knew waited for them out in the void. His muscles tensed for battle.

Within a few thousandths, Jarane Hebor hurried over to him. “Omol, a formation of six Voth crawlers have left the Declain space station. They’re headed this way, though nowhere near – yet.”

“Thanks. Track them and the Bekel, will you? Faril, keep your weapons console on standby.” Omol glanced into the tank as he crossed to Bebb. “Computer, how soon to ETA at Declain?”

[Fifteen hundredths.]

“And to the Bekel’s current position?”

[Seven tenths.]

“Eren would have told them to get out at the first sign of trouble,” Bebb said.

Omol stood and considered for a moment. “They need our help for that. Computer, zoom simtank in on the Bekel.” He leaned over the simtank. “Replay the battle with the crawlers.”

The closer view allowed Omol to see the skirmish. Scanner jamming hid their position on the commgrid, but a crawler’s red telltale barred the Bekel’s way. “How could this have happened?” he asked. “Split tank, replay Bekel battle sequence.”

As the replay started again in one half of the holotank Omol brought every scrap of concentration to bear on it. The battle between the crawler and the Bekel held no surprises until the Zarduthi ship passed between the Declaini moonlets, then the second crawler disappeared in a flash of light. Shortly after, it reappeared ahead of the Bekel, just as it emerged from its hiding place.

“That last shot should have destroyed the second crawler,” Bebb observed, “but...if they have a version of the hyperdrive they could have avoided it –”

“It can’t be the hyperdrive,” Omol said. “Play it over, half-speed.”

The sequence repeated in slow-mo in the simtank. The first crawler exploded with the same impressive lightshow. The second closed in. The Bekel’s missile sped towards it. The crawler disappeared in the burst of light that ballooned around it. The Bekel chased freedom between the two moonlets, and won – till the Voth reappeared to bar their way.

Faril spread his hands in puzzlement. “Somehow that second crawler deflected or destroyed every missile the Bekel fired, yet they should have been dead hits. I don’t understand it.”

“Nor me,” Omol said. “They must have rigged a force shield on the solar sail to deflect the missiles. Jarane, message Rilla to warn her.”

“On it. But how did they move so fast?”

“It’s not the hyperdrive. There was no second flash,” Omol insisted.

“True,” Bebb said. “Let’s help them, Omol. My sister Kaylar’s –”

“I know. And they haven’t got a hyperdrive. You know what would happen if we used our drive within a solar system.”

Bebb shifted into the soft language to denote the subjunctive mood. “Maybe they’ve found a way to avoid tidal forces tearing them apart.”

“There’s no known way to do that.” Omol turned the possibilities over in his mind. “But you know Kiai engineering...what if they’ve upgraded the crawlers to travel faster?”

Bebb shrugged. “It’s possible...Look!” He pointed into the simtank.

A shuttle left the crawler, approached the Bekel and docked at one airlock.

“What are they doing?” asked Bebb.
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“What are they doing?” Nam crossed the control room to stand beside Rilla.

Rilla peered into the simtank. Holographic cameras and sensors embedded in and around the hull fed a composite image to the simtank of the Bekel, paced by the Voth crawler. “I’m not sure, Nam.”

But as the shuttle backed away from their airlock it left a bubble-like construction that nestled like a Valdorian symbiote against the deadlocked hatch.

Our only experience of fighting the Voth was on Kiai. It wasn’t pleasant. “Check hand weapons, everyone,” Rilla said. “They’ll board us.”

The weapons check completed, Rilla turned back to the simtank. One of the clustered images showed a hole in the airlock door hull that gaped back at her. “Our ship!” she exclaimed, and clutched Nam’s wrist.

She zoomed the simtank view in. They used no cutting equipment. Instead, a group of Voth stood by the airlock. Plate armour displaced, feeding pseudopod extended, a Voth had already stripped part of the first layer of the outer door skin.

Shock jerked Rilla back in her chair. Surely they can’t eat metal?

It moved to work on the next layer.

“Prepare for boarding,” the Voth commander ground out.

Acknowledgement was unnecessary; Rilla cut the contact. “Voth khranen!” Rilla whispered. The Voth had been tagged as bloodsuckers ever since Kiai – with good reason. But none of them had realised the Voth could devour metal.

She squashed her anger and fear and played the column before her. The Zarduthi defeat on Kiai had been as hard to accept as it had been complete. She knew her duty. Her orders were to protect the ship, the children, herself and the other pregnant women and their babies. “Slow them down for as long as possible. Computer, close all internal doors.” Her voice was as incisive as steel. “Prepare to fire on the crawler, Kaylar. Target the main body, not the solar sail.” It wouldn’t dislodge the bubble-craft but they couldn’t fire on that – the ships disruptors could only fire on external targets.

[All doors sealed.]

“Missiles targeted,” Kaylar confirmed. “Force shields in place.”

Nam’s talons clicked over the instrument panel. “I’ve set up the ship to auto-initiate hyperdrive at our potential entry point.”

We normally only use the auto-initiate function in case of potential destruction, or the loss of the crew. It was Rilla’s turn to give the palmraise to Kaylar, Nam and Tambur. She glanced at the simtank. The Voth had widened the hole in the door. Beyond it stretched black space, studded with stars. They could see it through the bubblecraft. Rilla’s hand went to her belt holster. “I want that crawler destroyed this time,” she told Kaylar. “Fire!”

A flash came. Clouds of matter spread out in the simtank, echoed in real-time beyond the sightports.

“Nice shooting, Kaylar!”

In the simtank the Bekel swung out of its orbit. Chunks of debris from the crawler spun end over end towards them, swatted into further freespin as they impacted with the force-shields. Although the shields acted as shock absorbers, a major impact on them had the potential to do minor damage or force them off-course.

The ship rocked. But the Voth bubblecraft remained attached.
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“Boarding them, then. But why?” Omol turned the possibilities over aloud. “Either they want prisoners, perhaps for ransom or exchange, or –”

“Or food, more likely, from what we saw on Kiai!” Bebb’s tone was sharp; it paralleled his fear.

Omol acknowledged that with a dip of his head. “Or...they’re after something about the ship itself. The drive, perhaps.”

“Why would they want the Bekel if they already have a version of the hyperdrive?” Bebb parried.

“That’s the reason why I don’t think they have one,” Omol countered. “Computer, estimate speed of Voth ship during manoeuvres.”

Although fast, the estimate wasn’t even close to hyperdrive speed. It was a maximum obtainable speed within the confines of a solar system gravity well, limited by the short distance involved, the speed at which the operator could initiate the solar sail system, and proximity to planets and satellites.

“They’re faster than we thought –”

“I hope not!” Bebb interrupted.

“– Though slower than our ion drive, inside a system,” Omol commented. “You saw how they shot round that satellite. Let’s play that over.”

He replayed the sequence again. This time, he saw it. A third crawler left the space station just before the Bekel fired on the second. It swooped towards the moons of Declain to confront the clanship. He could imagine Rilla’s surprise.

“But could they always travel that fast, or have they been upgraded?” Bebb asked. “We only fought them on the ground on Kiai.”

“Does that matter? We need to be aware of it in dealing with them now. Simtank, revert to one screen.”

In the simtank, the squadron of crawlers continued their approach.

“The Bekel needs assistance,” Omol said. “If we provide a distraction, they can leave and use their hyperdrive once out of the system. Computer, how long for Voth digestive fluids to dissolve the Bekel’s airlock door?” He raised his hands, palms outwards in the warding gesture.

[It dissolved the first skin in five thousandths. All three skins will take fifteen thousandths. Less if more Voth join in, but workspace is limited.]

“ETA with the ion drive at full?”

[Thirteen thousandths.]

“A slight time advantage to us. But it’ll be tight for us to prevent the Voth boarding the Bekel.” Omol glanced at the simtank and sighed, “View from above.” He crossed to the tank.

From that angle the distance between the two vessels was not foreshortened as in the previous view. The Voth shuttle looked almost as close to the Bekel as they were. “Hell’s seven demons!” Omol made his decision. “We must help them. Take us to them, Tangar. We’ll distract the Voth so the Bekel can get away. Is that course ready?”

“Yes.” Tangar had his pilot’s headset in place.

“Then let’s move in.”

[Ion drive initiated at top speed.] The Kazid responded to Tangar’s new course.

In the simtank, the crawler squadron headed towards their exact position. “The Voth craft has seen us.”

[Craft within weapons range.]

Omol locked gaze with his weapons operative. “Faril – ready missiles.”

“Battle-ready, Omol,” Faril reported.

Omol prepared a strategy to evade the crawlers. He assumed they’d force-rigged their solar sails; without that any such ship would be crippled. But he knew better than to interfere with his navigator’s thought processes. He watched the simtank. The closest crawler now lay below the Bekel, its bows and solar sail facing away from them. The perfect position.

“Fire now!”

The missile flew. The crawler spun into oblivion.

“Duck and dive, Tangar!” The success of this fighting strategy depended on how fast Tangar could act on the co-ordinates for the crawlers’ positions each time, and gave them just thousandths to reposition the Kazid while hidden by their jamming system from Voth scanners.

He checked the simtank. They approached a large planet with no obvious star, further from their next objective.

The second crawler fell into the trap.

“Fire now, Faril!”

Their missile sliced space, a lime green dot in the simtank. The crawler detonated.

Two down, four to go. Don’t get over-confident. These moves won’t work forever, Omol thought.

“They won’t expect us to approach the Bekel again,” Bebb muttered.

“Change tactics – fly behind and below them,” Omol said.

The ion drive cut in, closer to the Declaini system. Another crawler lay above them.

“Fire, Faril!” Omol ordered. “They won’t expect an attack from below.”

Again the lightshow blazed as the crawler died.

“We should change tactics again – Bebb, Tangar, we’ll use the Saridonai manoeuvre.”

“Acknowledged.”

Omol cut the lighting on the starboard side of the ship that faced the explosion.

Bebb allowed the starboard side of the Kazid to sink, as if shrapnel had damaged it.

In the simtank the crawlers’ red tell-tales approached. “Take us out of here, Tangar!” Omol ordered. “Far enough away that they can’t track us.”

“Will do.”

In the simtank their white tell-tale zoomed nearer the stellar system they’d seen before. “Now take us back, use the previous manoeuvre,” Omol said as the three red tell-tales clustered together and changed course.

“Zooch,” Tangar acknowledged with a feral grin, as he zipped them back into the fight above a fourth crawler.

“Fire, Faril!”

The crawler burst apart like a squashed insect.

“Good one!” Omol couldn’t exclude satisfaction from his voice. “Now we need to deal with the last two and get back to the Bekel, Tangar.”

“Course laid in for that one-planet system at 280 degrees.” They headed out of the system again. Between solar systems they could use the hyperdrive. “Have they followed?”

“Yep. Slowly. They may suspect a trap –”

“Keep going. We’ll go behind that system and come out above them again.”

“Good thinking, Omol.” They moved towards the single-planet system.

“Omol,” Faril interjected, “they’ve fired at us.”

“Evade and intercept missile.”

As before, Tangar manoeuvred them to come out above their prey.

“Arm ship’s disruptors.”

“Now, Faril!” Omol exclaimed.

Faril targeted the fifth crawler. Their missile still spun towards the crawler below. “Gotcha!” Faril punched the air. The crawler’s solar sail and half the ship detonated.

But the explosion was louder than it should have been. Faril groaned. “We’ve been hit. Looks like they’ve played us at our own game this time. Their weapons op learned to anticipate where we’d strike next, Bebb.”

“We lost the bet this time. Damage?” Omol was calm to the point of detachment.

“Starboard airlock hatch, the medical centre, education centre, hydroponics, some of the living quarters, the recreation area and gym, and the reactor – all areas sealed off against decompression,” Faril reported. “But shields and power levels are way down. We don’t have enough power to enter hyperdrive or evade further attack.”

“Conceal the Kazid behind the planet below.”

Tangar dipped his head. “Good as done.” The Kazid limped towards the dusty orange-brown globe below. “Computer, how long to make repairs?”

[Seventeen days minimum.]

“Too long to help the Bekel,” Tangar murmured.

“Yes. Message Rilla,” he told Jarane Hebor. “Tell them we’re hit and have lost power generation. We can’t help further.”

Jarane did so. “And a third ship took the place of the second.”

“We understand,” Rilla said. “Jarane, your information was useful, and we’re glad the crawlers don’t have a hyperdrive. We’ll pass a message to the other clanships about your repairs.”

Jarane acknowledged and closed the message.

Omol saw the Bekel’s tell-tale approach the edge of the system. At least we did some good. “Put us into orbit around that planet, Tangar, Bebb.” Omol saw that the last crawler had followed them. Apprehension shivered through his body, and he shook himself to release tension. “I suppose our luck couldn’t hold forever.”

The simtank image changed to a view of the control room of the Voth ship. The image had no depth; it flickered and deformed. Flashes of colour alternated with static bands.

“They’re hailing us, Omol,” Jarane murmured, “though there isn’t exactly a seamless technological interface.”

“No surprise there,” Omol said. “Looks like they’ve not just stolen the Kiai fleet, but have also adapted bits and pieces from various incompatible technologies.”

A Voth filled the screen; in the background several more stood on pseudopods before panels of instruments. Omol swallowed hard to clear the familiar twist of nausea, but the revulsion persisted. The Voth’s armour-plates displaced to allow the extrusion of a gelatinous pseudopod. It hardened into a rod and extended towards the viewer controls.

In Omol’s simtank view it reached for him; he ducked instinctively. There was a pause. He glanced at the others and saw disgust and fear on each face. None of us have forgotten what we saw on Kiai.

“Zarduthi warcraft!” a metallic voice grated. “You have destroyed five Voth craft but now you are damaged. Surrender, or Voth will fire.”

Omol checked his throat translator was on and stepped forward. “I am the commander of this ship. We travel to a rendezvous. Let us pass and we’ll do you no harm.”

“Zarduthi is in no position to bargain. Surrender the ship or Voth fires!”

*
[image: ]


Ten thousandths later.

––––––––
[image: ]


It’s bluffing! Now Omol was sure it wanted the hyperdrive. No! This is our home, as well as transport from one war zone to another. He inhaled, breathed out, and said, “Then, Commander, you must give me time to consider –”

“Zarduthi has until the continent on the planet nearby disappears from view.” The image in the simtank faded, replaced by one of the Kazid, paced by the crawler.

Omol strode to one sightport and stared out of it. He couldn’t see the crawler, just the curve of the planet below. Its star hid behind the planet, and only a glow registered daybreak on the raised platform of the continent.

“Would they fire if they want the ship in one piece?” Bebb retorted.

“We can’t take the risk – but they may only want the drive itself, not the ship.”

“That’d make sense,” Bebb acknowledged. “What will you do?”

Omol turned. “I haven’t decided yet,” he admitted, “but I don’t want those bloodsuckers on our ship.” He swung round. “Computer: how long before the continent on the planet below revolves completely out of view?” The edge of the continent had disappeared round the limb of the planet. Soon the rest would follow.

[Eight hundredths.]

“Not long then.” Omol paced for a few thousandths as he considered the options. They could fight, but stood little chance of a win with a damaged power generation system. The clanship was both his pride and his responsibility. And we need more time for repairs than we have. But I won’t surrender the hyperdrive and let them devastate this sector of the galaxy! And I don’t believe they wouldn’t harm us. They’ll either enslave or kill us, as on Kiai. He wouldn’t allow the Voth to do either. But there’s one thing they may not expect. He pressed his jaws together and felt muscles around his mouth bunch. “Computer, determine presence of breathable atmosphere and temperature range on-planet.”

[A breathable atmosphere is present, including oxygen and other gases. Most metals are in the core. The planet-wide magnetic field repels the solar wind and the interaction produces spectacular aurorae. High-velocity windstorms are common, with lightning discharges. Temperatures on-planet are generally below Zarduthi body temperature, especially at night. Low water availability and the rarity of surface metallic elements confirm the mass of the planet to be lower than expected for its size. Surface gravity is therefore also lower. However, polarimetry results suggest the biosignatures of limited plant life on-planet.]

That doesn’t sound optimal, but it’s better than nothing. Omol crossed to the intercom. “Abandon ship, clan-kin! To the shuttles, and bring whatever possessions you can carry with you!” His voice was rough with emotion. “Pilots will be myself, Ghaneem Takaren, Renn Khardar, Bebb Jerda, and Faril Prazg.” He’d named the best pilots in the clan, a concession to his sense of failure and impotence. So much for helping the Bekel, he thought. “Report to me in the shuttle bay. We have strategy to discuss.” His hands flew over his control column and locked in his orders. He cast a final glance around the control room of the only permanent home he’d ever known, then strode into the corridor to collect his few possessions from his quarters.

Forms as tall and slim as his slipped past him. He scanned the crowd of clanfolk for Ghaneem; she wasn’t in sight. In their quarters, her most prized possessions were gone.

She’s ahead of me. He hurried forwards between men, women and children, intent on reaching the shuttles. The clanfolk stood aside to let him pass since he’d named himself as a pilot. It was only when he looked back to see the ranks close behind him that he caught a glimpse of Ghaneem’s face. Her hand lifted to him. Relief surged through him. He returned the palmraise and forged on.

The shuttle bay doors slid open ahead. A burst of energy carried him into the launch area. He headed for the first of five shuttles crouched flank to flank on their turnpads, halted before it and beckoned to his pilots. They clustered around him as he explained his plan. Behind them the clanfolk followed the permanent evacuation plans.

When he’d finished, he stepped towards the shuttle. The airlock door opened at his approach. He leapt up the steps, beckoned to the clanfolk, and slammed into the pilot’s seat. It adjusted around him as his headset lowered into place. To his right he glimpsed heat traces through the tinted headset, as the clanfolk scrambled into their seats. His crew from the control room entered the shuttle’s cockpit.

“Take-off imminent!” Omol snapped. His awareness of his passengers faded at the flash of a blue panel. The headset told him the airlock was secured. Other information flowed in: [Cabin air pressure: normal; air supplies: maximum; victualling: maximum; fuel supplies: maximum; engine condition sensors: functional; engine: fully operational; launch position: assumed.]

“What about the last crawler?” Tangar asked from the nav/com beside him.

Omol hadn’t seen his navigator slide into the seat beside him. “Part of the plan. Plot us a course which will take us close above it. When we get within range, lock onto it and give it everything we’ve got. We should have enough speed to get away.” Omol turned his attention back to his instruments, and adjusted the image mix of the simtank controls. “And I have something to do before we leave, so wait until I give the signal – I’ll power up the shuttle.” He flicked the switch on his translator back on. “Jarane, get me the Voth ship.”

A Voth appeared in the simtank. Omol couldn’t tell whether it was the same one as before.

“Well?” the creature’s voice simulator barked. “Zarduthi is early. Decision?”

“As you said. We won’t offer resistance if you come aboard.” Omol had used a virtual background of the Kazid’s control room, and hoped the image mix wouldn’t arouse the Voth’s suspicions. How well they can see? Can they can see at all? He hoped it would think they were still in the control room. The cobbled-together Voth comms system might help there.

“Boarding party despatched,” the Voth grated. The image in the simtank dissolved and was replaced with a view of a bubblecraft sealed to the side of the Kazid.

“What are they up to?” Tangar whispered.

A handspread indicated Omol’s puzzlement. “I suppose they’ll eat their way in – the Voth exist to consume the universe! Anyway, the first compartment they come to will seal itself off. They’ll be trapped till they can get through the door.” He checked the time on his instruments, then powered up the shuttle. “It should give us time to get away.”

There was a thousandth’s hiatus as personnel sensors checked the launch bay was empty. Then the air pumped out. Omol waited, muscles tensed, for the launch bay hatch to open. “Course laid in?”

“Everything’s ready,” Tangar confirmed.

“Faril?”

“Disruptor powered up, missiles readied,” Faril said.

The launch bay opened. Omol set the controls to flight and watched the ports. The shuttle lifted. Metal walls slid past as they thrust out through the gape of the hatch. Below lay the Voth crawler.

“Weapons locked,” Faril said. “We’re in range.”

“Let ’em have it.”

They swooped towards the crawler. Faril fired the disruptors. Missiles sped to their targets. The crawler exploded in a sheet of flame. Parts somersaulted towards the planet below.

The shuttle plunged after it. The other shuttles followed in formation.

“What about the ship, Omol?” Bebb asked.

“Set to self-destruct in fifteen thousandths. The Voth won’t get hold of her.” Though it’ll mean the end of the clan as such – if we’re ever rescued. He checked his control panel. “We’ll make for that continent.” He jabbed a finger at the simtank image. “This planet’s habitable for a while. From there we’ll launch a satellite and broadcast a distress call.” Omol locked on the simtank view of the ship from the underside; the transparent dome of the bubblecraft clung to the side of the hull. He opened up the hyperspace commgrid to talk to all the shuttles at once, glad to see Ghaneem’s face. “Let’s get out of here. Top speed, keep formation.”

“Yes, sir!”

Omol felt a flash of pride; Ghaneem was, above all else, a good soldier. He checked the time. The Kazid completed its self-destruct sequence as the shuttles streamed planetwards.

Omol dared look in the simtank. Behind them, the Kazid coughed debris and precious vapours into the universe.
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CHAPTER 2 – The Dark Planet
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The Bekel, a few thousandths later.
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“THE KAZID IS OFF THE COMMGRID,” Nam announced.

A pang went through Rilla. “Are you sure?”

Nam pointed at the simtank. “Look – no marker! They’ve either been destroyed or gone out of range – either way, they can’t help us now. Damn these khranen!”

“We’re on our own, then,” Kaylar said. “Did you notice? The Voth boarding party haven’t tried to contact us at all. Not even to intimidate us.”

“Don’t expect a Voth to waste words!” Rilla murmured. She scanned her control console for inspiration. “They must expect victory.”

“D’you think they know we destroyed their ship?” Kaylar asked.

“Must do.” Rilla paced the control room. “The odd way they talk – like there’s only one of them. Could they be telepathic? Or some kind of hive mind?”

“I wondered about that, too,” Nam said.

“And we know projectile weapons don’t work on them, from the encounter on Kiai.” Rilla sighed and pushed the memory away. “I’ll pull up a close-up from inside the ship in the simtank. It might give us some ideas.”

At her voice command the simtank view changed to a view from inside the airlock. The feeder had enlarged the breach in the innermost skin of the inner door, and would soon enter the ship. Beyond the dribbles of sticky brown gel, the small Voth vessel ballooned around the wound in the hull, reminiscent of the protective translucent sac that enclosed every Zarduthi newborn.

Rilla’s hand pressed against her abdomen. Although she’d seen Voth close up before, the impact had never lessened, and was intense now she was pregnant. Disgust, nausea and fear wriggled through her, but she couldn’t look away.

The bubble held several Voth on a metal ramp, none suited against air or pressure loss. Don’t they need suits? Or can’t they function with them? There might be an advantage there...

“Suit up, everyone!” Rilla said. The other pregnant women obeyed. Rilla was last. She divided her attention between the main simtank and her control console. She devised and discarded plan after plan as she watched them come and go.

“Rilla? I’ll do up your seals.”

She looked up at Tambur. Under normal conditions the suits were easy for each crew member to manage, but pregnancy brought challenges. Supplies of the expanding pregnancy spacesuits onboard were limited; only twenty percent of a clanship’s occupants could be under-fifteens at any one time. But pregnant women had a vital role during deployments, and buddying up to fasten each other’s suit seals was an important safety routine.

“Thanks.” She climbed out of her chair. A glance at the simtank showed her that even the large Voth had entered the corridor. She remembered their clumsy gait from Kiai; the memory convulsed her in a shudder.

“They’re looking for us,” Nam said. “They want the control room.”

“D’you think they know about the children?” Vinta was focused on her assigned function.

“Would they care about them? Would they even understand?” Kaylar countered. “We could try to lure them into a trap –”

“I thought we might use the ship’s defences, too.” Rilla felt the pressure lift off her. “If we opened corridors to let them approach the centre of the ship, we could lead them to where we can deal with them. We shouldn’t even have to leave the control room.” She turned to the simtank. “We’d better keep watch on them, but I’ll bring up a maximum-scale schematic,” she said. The tank view split to display it.

Vinta jabbed a finger at three intersecting corridors. “These would lead them to the ship’s defences. Let’s open them before they get there so they don’t realise it’s a trap.”

“Let’s do it.” Rilla gave the instructions and the doors slid open on the schematic. “Kaylar, check those defences are armed... I hope they’re too stupid to smell a trap!”

In the simtank, the feeder passed into the next corridor, enlarged beyond the usual size of a mature Voth. Fluid oozed from between its plates, the usual coarse grey hairlike protrusions completely reabsorbed. The other Voth followed it on stumpy pseudolimbs, and seemed unaware of anything except their task.

Behind them a door slid open. Their whiskery protrusions twitched, then rippled.

“Perhaps that’s how they communicate amongst themselves,” Tambur suggested.

Two Voth stomped back along the corridor.

“Maybe.” Rilla watched as, for a few thousandths, the Voth leaned towards the open doorway as if they peered into it. Their whiskers twitched, though no emotion was visible. But the rest of the Voth, except the largest, left the door they’d attached themselves to, and clustered beside the opened one. Blood thundered in Rilla’s ears. They’ve taken the bait.

The lead Voth stomped through. The others followed, clumsy on jointless pseudolegs.

“Now what?” Kaylar asked. “Do we immediately shut the doors behind them, or wait till they turn the corridor?”

“We wait,” Rilla said. “Keep them together.” She swivelled in her seat to point to the feeder in the corridor. “Machari! Look at that thing.”

The feeder’s side was enormous – and it still fed. As the hole in the next door grew, so did the feeder. Rilla checked the schematic of the ship. “The next section of corridor’s sealed off,” she said, “but I want this thing out of there, or it’ll be in here with us before we know it!” The feeder devoured the door in a rough grid pattern.

“Look at its feed pattern!” Vinta said. “It’s gobbling up as much of the door as it can.”

“We must dislodge them before we enter hyperdrive,” her high voice continued. “We don’t know what will happen to it when we enter hyperspace – atmospheric decompression, most likely...” She hesitated. “And if they can dissolve a triple-skinned hull in thousandths there’s no telling what else they might be able to do.”

“Vinta’s right,” Rilla said. “Unless we can dispose of the bubblecraft – and them – before we enter hyperdrive we’re no better off. And I don’t fancy our chances with decompression in hyperspace –”

“And we’d just be taking the Voth with us to the yellow-star system.” Kaylar said. “They’re unlikely to help if we give a threat a ride straight there!”

Rilla acknowledged that and looked at each of them in turn. “Ideas?”

“If we could dislodge that bubble, the feeder would be sucked out by the vacuum as that sector depressurised.”

“Good idea, Vinta,” Rilla said, “but how do we dispose of the bubble?”

“Do we know what that craft is made of?” Tambur asked. “It might pierce with a projectile weapon. One of us could go down there –”

“And be sucked out with them?” Rilla raised both palms. “Too risky! I don’t want to lose any of my crew.”

“You may lose all of us – and the children – if somebody doesn’t go.” Vinta touched her suit. “I’ve got at least some protection, I can hang on to something in the corridor, and I’ll have a line –”

“It might just work, you know,” Kaylar said, “but it should be one of us who isn’t too pregnant and can move quickly.”

“Are you volunteering?”

“If you wish.”

“All right. Computer, run a sensor sweep and find out what the bubble’s made of.”

The sweep didn’t take long. [Metalloplastoid mesh on flexible plastic. The floor is metal.]

“It might just work,” Rilla said. “But we can’t enter hyperspace yet. All we can do is put up the best fight we can.”

“And hope Eren and the others are as well,” added Nam. “It might be a while till we can come back for them.”

“Got everything you need?” Rilla asked.

Kaylar patted her projectile pistol and the safety line anchored around her waist.

“Take the quickshift round the other side of the ship,” Rilla suggested. “It’ll take you where you want to be and avoid the feeder-Voth.” She transferred control of the weapons console to her column.

Kaylar raised a hand, then operated the switch that brought the leaves of her helmet together. Two flicks of her gloved fingers snapped the seals shut. She raised her hand again, then walked to the doorway. The two halves slid back into the bulkhead. She stepped through and was gone.

She arrived safely in the quickshift.

She might do it, Rilla thought, as she watched in the simtank. Now – where are the Voth?

They’d passed through the next open doorway. Rilla sealed the door into the outer corridor; necessary to prevent the rest of the ship from depressurisation when Kaylar fired. The Voth feeder concentrated on its task. Can they even pick up sounds? Yet they communicate with us.

In the outer corridor, all that remained of the door was a triple-skinned strip at the top that the Voth couldn’t reach, despite its height increase. The feeder was enormous now. Its side bulged. The plates had parted and occasional ropes of gel protruded, and were reabsorbed.

Of a sudden, the thing dropped to the floor, writhed, and pulled in its walking pseudopods. For a thousandth Rilla thought it was having a seizure. Then the plates on its side peeled back.

Rilla laid a trembling hand on her abdomen. She felt the movement as her baby turned and kicked in the nutrient-rich fluids of her womb. I know why it fed like that, she thought. It’s giving birth. But it’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before. Nausea choked her but she daren’t look away.

The gel pseudopods snaked out with increased frequency, no longer reabsorbed. Soon there were four or five rope-like extensions from the creature. It made no sound, but continued to writhe. Its hunched shape made it appear to hug itself as the protrusions pooled at its side. Remembering her own birth pains, Rilla couldn’t help a twinge of sympathy in spite of her revulsion. When the extensions separated from the creature’s side, still attached to each other at one point it shocked her. She stared, fascinated and horrified, as tiny plates formed over its surface. When plates covered the form the five extensions separated from each other.

Five more Voth were now aboard the Bekel. Rilla watched as the immature feeders not only attached themselves to the door but also grew visibly in a few thousandths. Fear squeezed her lungs. She took a sharp indrawn breath.

The “parent” clambered upright as fast as it had fallen, its size reduced by half. Plates slid back into place over its breached side. It marched through the ruined doorway and followed the curve of the corridor to its fellows at the next door.

At least there’s more than one compartment between us and that thing now, Rilla thought. Although the “babies” are next door. I hope Kaylar can get the bubble off the side of the ship. She split the tank view. Kaylar was almost in position. The rest of the Voth were near the centre of the ship.

“They shift, for sure!” Nam murmured.

“Yes.” But Rilla had few fears for the slumbering children; surely, even a Voth’s prodigious appetite couldn’t take it past the line of nozzles that protected the sleep-room? A chill touched her spine. Without further comment she checked that the ship’s log still recorded and fed signals through the simtank. She clamped her lips together in satisfaction and settled back in her seat, as she tried to relax and watch Kaylar’s progress.
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Kazid Shuttle 4, en route for unnamed planet, ten thousandths later.
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“Omol.” Berin Dateen’s tone was urgent.

“What?”

“The planet below us looks dark.”

“What do you mean, dark?”

“It looks like twilight, even on the side that faces its star – and I haven’t yet spotted that.”

Omol checked the simtank. “You’re right – that’s odd! I’ll check on the starmaps.” He gave a voice command, and the starmaps popped up. He was about to look at them, when Tangar spoke.

“What’s that?” Tangar gestured towards a haze of subtle colours on the simtank image. It lay in a gap between two dark mountain ranges – or perhaps one was a continuation of the other.

“What d’you think it is?”

“A settlement, perhaps. Should I despatch an exploratory team?”

“No – scan for the usual things, especially water and minerals. We may be here some time, so we can explore it later.” Omol turned back to his instruments and hailed the other pilots. “Status reports?”

Ghaneem was the only one to report any damage. “A slight debris impact, nothing serious.”

“You be careful, then,” Omol said, watching her dear face.

“I will,” she said.

“Tangar and I are looking for a suitable landing site. I’ll speak to all of you again as soon as we have co-ordinates.”

Ghaneem acknowledged that with a palmraise and her image flipped out of the simtank.

“Omol, what about Eren Gharm’s ship?” Tangar asked. “I have kin on the Bekel. So does Bebb.”

“Sorry, I can’t pick them up anywhere. They must be out of commgrid range.” Omol concentrated on the dataflows that streamed through his headset. “Planetary ETA five tenths,” he murmured.

Dusty ochre punctuated this world’s stretches of dark blue ocean, and grey clouds swirled above it. Polar ice caps topped and tailed it. Clouds and a desert belt, he surmised. Oceans. What else? “Zoom in forty percent.”

The outlines of two continents, one above the equator and further round the limb of the planet, another below it, kept company with trails of islands. Perhaps volcanic seamounts, he thought. Occasional lightning flashes stabbed the planet’s surface.

The world stretched and grew in the eye of the simtank. There was little to do but scan for further enemy activity in the region. There was none, yet Omol couldn’t relax.

As they rounded the end of the continent Berin Dateen finished her scans. “There are signs of trees at waterholes, and both lizard-like and insect-like life on this continent, fish and a slew of plant and animal aquatic life in the oceans.”

“And the other continent?”

Berin studied her instruments for a thousandth. “Savannah. Life scans are negative at this distance. And at the tips of the continents, where there should have been temperate regions, the sea level has risen and drowned the land.”

“Hmm. It’s a weird world.”

“Not as weird as its star.”

That reminded Omol to check the star in the simtank. As he glanced into it, he saw a strange sight. The star was small and dim, with alternate bands of purplish-red and orange that gave it a lurid beauty. He zoomed in further. The star resolved into a dim magenta disk with bands of orange clouds. A dull glow escaped from beneath and between the bands. At the poles, blue, green and red aurorae danced like a troupe of Saytorian balleteers, in time with pulses of radio emissions.

Omol peered closer. “It’s a brown dwarf. That’s not good news.”

“No. Most of its light emissions are in the infra-red range, though there are low levels of visible light – and very little heat. It fuses deuterium and hydrogen.” Berin hesitated, then added, “And on the planet the liquid in the oceans is undrinkable – even for us.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’ve run the check three times – the stuff’s too full of chemicals even to distil water from it. We might be luckier inland – there must be access to fresh water somewhere. I’m scanning now. I haven’t found any rivers, but there are rock formations that could form natural aquifers.”

“Then we’ll head for them,” Omol said. “We don’t have enough fuel to reach anywhere else.” He hailed the other shuttles and fed in landing co-ordinates. As they sped over the landscape, the crescent shapes that marked a dunefield appeared on the plains below. This is a dry, windy planet. Lightning stabbed the dune-crests at irregular intervals.

Soon the desert rushed to meet them in the shuttle’s simtank view.

Omol jabbed at a panel on the instrument array before him to activate the reverse thrusters. He felt the downwards motion slow as the shuttle hovered. A spray of sand spurted up from the desert floor; jets repelled it from sensitive areas. The shuttle sank down, and nearby, three others came to rest. They’d landed in the lee of the dunefield.

Omol’s stomach curdled with shock. He turned to face Tangar. “Where’s – Ghaneem’s shuttle?”

“They’re all down –”

The brow of a dune on the horizon exploded.

Ghaneem! Omol’s mind reeled. He flicked simcube switches into life to hail the other shuttles. The simtank split to accommodate the images. Although the continent was on the day side, daylight on this planet was more like perpetual twilight.

There were only three shuttles.

Renn reported a safe landing. Then Bebb. Then Faril.

Still no image of Ghaneem.

Omol swallowed hard. His fists balled and the talons sliced into the softer skin on his palms. “I’ll get search parties together,” he said. His voice shook. With an effort he unclenched his fists. It’s just that Ghaneem’s commgrid’s out of action. “Tangar, co-ordinates for Ghaneem’s shuttle?”

“Just getting them.” The nav headset still encased Tangar’s face.

At the touch of a button Omol’s pilot headset swung up to its storage pod, and the pilot’s seat loosened its caress. He got to his feet, full of dread, and walked from the control area into the cabin.

Fifty faces looked to him for support. They trust my leadership and judgement. It was the children’s expressions that tore at him most.

The food and water situation’s very serious. A Zarduthi could adapt to most food sources in the field. The food stock onboard was of two types: pre-pack food they’d negotiated for and frozen, which could be used in its present form, and biomass, which would act as feedstuff for the synth machines. It could be made into whatever they needed, but started off as material even their zosas couldn’t process. In feedstuff form it wouldn’t be wasted and would last indefinitely. But neither would feed the clan forever without replenishment.

“Gerrad, one of the shuttles crashed and is out of contact. I want your unit to run a search – I’ll come with you.” He swung to face another of his lieutenants. “Davor, your unit will search for fresh water. Tangar will give you co-ordinates. We’re near the edge of the desert but he thinks there are aquifers nearby, so you may find some by nightfall.

“Chutt, we can use onboard supplies for now, but I need you to organise two food search parties, and send them out in different directions. Check whether whatever you find is safe to eat in its present form, or whether we’ll need to modify it to use as feedstuff.” Though preferable to poisoning, that would use power they could ill afford. In this constant twilight the shuttle’s solar panels must be switched to infra-red mode or they’d be useless.

How long will our power last? And how long must we survive here? He strode back to Tangar’s seat and perched on the edge of the pilot’s chair so it wouldn’t mould around him. “Anything?”

“Still nothing from Ghaneem’s shuttle. Sorry, Omol – she’s off the commgrid. The damage must be bad. But I have co-ordinates for her shuttle.”

Omol couldn’t see his expression, but the compassion in the inflections and susurrations of the soft language were unmistakable. He acknowledged Tangar’s sensitivity with a gesture. “Only to be expected from time to time, in our line of business,” he said, voice steady now – which amazed him. “Co-ordinates for fresh water?” he asked Berin Dateen.

“I’ll get on it. And I’ll keep trying for mineral resources.”

Her promise soothed Omol. “We’ll need to locate the distress satellite to get a call for help out.” Omol pushed himself upright and forced himself to walk back into the cabin, where Gerrad and his vudaki awaited him.

“Come, clan-kin,” he said. “We’ll take the shuttle when everyone’s outside.”

Disembarkation was soon completed. Omol saw that the work parties were already organised, and turned back to the controls.

Gerrad slipped into Tangar’s place beside him. “Do you want someone else to pilot the shuttle?” he asked. “You’ve been in that seat ever since we left the Kazid.”

“Pag, I’m fine.” Omol needed something to occupy his mind. He still reeled from the loss of his ship, though he couldn’t have made any other choice. I can’t lose Ghaneem as well, he thought. We’ve been together for exactly twenty-six days.

The shuttle lifted. Omol watched the horizon. It took only thousandths to reach the wreckage. Small parts scattered a couple of nearby dunes. The main body of the shuttle perched on top of one of them. There could have been no survivors.

Omol rested his elbows on his knees and closed his eyes. “The nearest habitable planet just had to be one with nothing of any use at all!” He opened his eyes again. “But at least the drive won’t fall into the wrong hands.”

In the distance, lightning spiked again.

“Not ours, no,” Gerrad murmured. “But – what happened to the Bekel?”

*
[image: ]


Kaylar had anchored her safety line to one of the metal loops that protruded at intervals from the Bekel’s bulkheads, for use by repair crews. Its whiteness made it disappear against the bulkhead. She crept towards the breach in the hull. The bubble was now empty; she had no fear of discovery by the Voth. She clipped her line to the loop, grabbed it as well, took the projectile pistol from the holster slung at her hip, and fired.

The recoil sucked Kaylar out through the breach as the corridor decompressed, and freed a length of her safety line. The bubble split, then peeled away from the side of the Bekel and disappeared into the void in the ship’s wake.

Five immature Voth forms followed a thousandth later. They soon disappeared into the void behind her. Kaylar’s safety line twanged tight against the bulkhead hook.

“Kaylar!” Rilla yelled. Her voice sounded distant. “What happened?”

“She can’t hear you,” Vinta’s voice was even fainter.

“I can – just. I’m fine.” Kaylar grinned at them. They’ll be able to see me in the simtank. “I did it! The bubblecraft’s gone, and so are the ‘babies’.”

“We saw – now we just need you back onboard in one piece,” Rilla growled. “Can you make it back inside?”

“Of course.” Kaylar made to haul herself inside the ship. “I’m coming back to kill the khranen –” She reached for an external loop, but the usual pair either side of an airlock weren’t there. The Voth must have dissolved them along with the airlock hatch.

Then she noticed that the line had lodged against some of the digestive gel. If a metal door couldn’t stand up to it, Kaylar thought, a lifeline, even metal-reinforced, won’t be up to much. “Rilla!” she called, and told her what she’d seen.

“Stay there – keep as still as possible. Tambur and Vinta will come and get you.”

In the background, Kaylar heard Rilla give them instructions.

“Keep calm, Kaylar. The slightest movement against that line could –”

“I know!” Kaylar hadn’t realised that the spin of the Bekel would force the line against the gel. How long can it last?

Chung! Strands split apart. The shock reverberated up and down the line.

“Rilla!”

“I know. Keep still.”

Where are the others? Kaylar took another deep breath, prepared for a gradual release. She forced herself to concentrate on the faint smell of the air from the tanks.

Chung!

Another breath. She began to count. One, two, three... Kaylar dared not even speak aloud lest the line rupture.

Chung!

Kaylar could see more strand-ends...Seventeen, eighteen, nineteen, twenty...

“Just keep calm and still.”

Chung! More metal strand-ends showed grey against the white hull.

Where are they? Kaylar took a deep breath to release slowly.

Chung! The last few strands snapped.

Even using the ion drive, the ship became smaller and smaller within thousandths – a much shorter time than she’d expected.

Kaylar panicked when she realised she was utterly alone in the void. “Rilla!” she screamed. “My baby!”
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Rilla heard Kaylar’s anguished scream just before the commgrid went silent. She’s out of range –

Her fingers punched the simtank controls to magnify the view. A voice command can’t convey urgency to the computer. It only works at one speed.

There was no trace of Kaylar.

She sat forward on her seat, hand against her abdomen. “I should have known this would happen,” she whispered. “I should never have let her go.”

“It’s not your fault, Rilla!” Nam said, from her console. “We had to lose the Voth bubblecraft, and she succeeded with that and the “baby” Voth.”

Rilla felt guilt like a physical pain. I have to recall Tambur and Vinta. I can’t lose them as well. She spoke with urgency into the intercom, restricting it to the nearest compartment.

There was no reply. Rilla became agitated as she tried again. Still, nothing happened. Where are they? She flipped along the compartments with the simtank to try to locate them, then tried the quickshift.

They were there. “What’s happened, Rilla?” Tambur called.

“Come back,” she sobbed. “It’s too late – we’ve lost Kaylar!”

*
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Fifty dead, Omol thought, and Ghaneem one of them. I won’t be the only clan member to lie sleepless and grieving that night. He landed the shuttle near the wreckage. “We’ll bring – the bodies – out for vaporisation,” he said, the tremor back in his voice.

Close up, the wreckage held an even more final story. Nothing moved, except for the airlock door. It hung off its runners and creaked at every gust of wind. Gerrad pulled it off for safe entry and laid it on the sand. “Wait here, Omol,” he said, and entered the shuttle.

Omol stood in the deeper shade of the wreckage, paralysed by dread and shock. The low light level triggered his infrared vision. A blur moved in the wind and caught his attention. Was that part of a plant that just whistled by? The breeze moved light objects with ease in the lesser gravity of this world.

Thousandths passed before Gerrad re-emerged. They felt like a lifetime. Gerrad walked round the back of the shuttle, disappeared from sight, and came back into view at the front. “It’s easy to see the cause of the crash,” he said as he walked back over to Omol. “The rear stabilizers are badly damaged.”

“She said some debris hit the shuttle,” Omol murmured. That must have happened when the ship exploded. It’s my fault. Guilt assaulted his traumatised emotions.

Another plant fragment whizzed past as the breeze strengthened.

They entered in silence. Possessions, bodies and blood spilled everywhere. Faces were unrecognisable. A void opened up inside Omol.

Ghaneem lay in the cockpit. The pilot’s chair still embraced her, and her beauty was untouched by the chaos of the main cabin. Her head was tilted as if to listen...but Omol knew she would never hear again. “Take her out first,” he whispered. He wouldn’t allow himself to touch her.

The shuttle had no power, so Gerrad and his men had to unbolt her chair to remove her. But the lighter gravity aided this operation, and with careful reverence they carried the chair out into the dim day and laid it against the swell of a dune.

Omol stared at her body and tried to impress every detail of Ghaneem onto his memory forever. His thermal vision showed she’d barely cooled down. She might still have been alive... But he knew that was just a daydream.

“She is yours to take,” Gerrad whispered in the soft language.

Omol raised his disruptor, aimed it, shut his eyes, and fired. When he opened them again Ghaneem’s body had disappeared. A slight depression in the dune glowed white in thermal vision mode, and faded to yellow as he watched. It marked her presence – for mere thousandths – on this world. Numbness cloaked the void inside him.

“We’ll bring out the others to give their closest kin the honour of vaporising them,” Gerrad said. “He hesitated, then added, “Omol – you did the only thing you could. You couldn’t let the Voth take the drive. We’re all behind you.” He still used the soft language.

“Thank you, Gerrad,” Omol said. “I appreciate your kinship.”
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CHAPTER 3 – The Ship in the Void
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Kazid clan settlement, unnamed planet. Zarduthi ship-time: 405.385.2.43.046 AD.
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“HAVE YOU SEEN THE SHOOTS?”

Omol turned to face Tangar. “What shoots?”

“Beside the spring. I noticed them yesterday. It must be a positive sign if plants colonise the area.”

“I suppose so,” he agreed. “Show me.” He followed Tangar across the dunefield. The chill of day was barely warmer than the nights, which matched the frozen wound that had replaced his heart. Omol pulled the collar of his fur jacket up around his neck.

“Good job it’s not far,” Tangar said, as he did the same.

A large chunk of windweed flew by and almost hit Omol in the face. He caught it. It looked to be a type of moss.

“Have you seen this stuff before?” he asked Tangar.

“A few times, yes. Wind dispersal could be how this plant spreads.”

Omol nodded. “That’s what I thought, too.” He dropped the plant and the wind blew it away. They walked on. Wind raised dust eddies up to their knees as they crossed the sand. Omol fell behind as he watched them. The air never rested, and although the planet was larger than some he’d visited, the gravity was lower than he was used to. Omol glanced at the distant column structures, where lightning danced at times, then quickened his pace and caught up with Tangar near the spring. Tangar had his forefinger extended to point.

Omol hunkered down for a closer view. “You’re right, Tangar.” There were shoots beside the spring. Even in the dim light they looked green and contrasted against the murky buff, lilac, ochre and red shades of the sand and rocks. “I suppose they might offer fruits, or something we can eat,” Omol said.

“Anything to liven up our diet,” Tangar replied.
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Galatea Space Station, Earth orbit, 27th November, 2093.

––––––––
[image: ]


Vimal Ashraf waited for Malek Sindram to rise.

“Anything?” he asked.

“The usual views from the main telescope,” Malek said, “but you remember the dip in Titan’s reflected light that Kepler III found yesterday?”

“Yes?”

“It disappeared about an hour after we picked it up, but came back overnight. This morning there’s a distinct shadow on Titan’s cloud tops. Whatever it is must have passed behind Titan as the moon passed behind Saturn. I fed all our data into the computer and ran an analysis. There could be something in orbit around Titan.”

Vimal stared at her. “What sort of something?”

“Well...it appeared suddenly...perhaps a transiently captured moonlet or a spacecraft...”

Vimal didn’t want to jump to conclusions. He waited for her reply.

“I was thinking,” Malek added, “there’s a mining survey vessel in that area. Could it take a closer look?”

“May I see your analysis first?”

“Of course.” Malek turned to the computer.

“By the way, how did you and your husband get on with that specialist the other day?”

Malek regarded him with eyes that had become moist and shiny. “Jitindra’s infertile.”

“But you can have treatment. What about artificial insemination?”

Malek shook her head. “Jitindra’s sperm wouldn’t work, and the Neoluddites forbid the use of sperm from another man. I wish Jitindra hadn’t got involved with them.” She sighed. “No, I must resign myself to the fact that I will never have a child. Our only hope is adoption, but surplus babies are rare. The authorities can pick and choose who they go to.” She put up a hand to wipe her eyes. “They don’t usually choose Neoluddite families.”

“I’m so sorry,” Vimal said. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“I know.” Malek attempted a smile. It didn’t quite work. “I’m glad you asked. I wouldn’t have mentioned it if you hadn’t, and it’s probably better that you know.” She indicated the screen. “Here’s the analysis.”

Vimal leaned closer and rested his hands on the back of her chair as he scanned the data. He called up video footage of the object, and was shocked to see it appear at the edge of the Solar System as if out of nowhere. It drifted into its present position. After a few moments he said, “You’re right, Malek. That’s causing a small but definite dip in reflected light, and it appeared too suddenly to be a natural phenomenon.” He stood up and paced about the room. “I think you’re right.” He looked across at Malek. “Your idea about
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