

[image: Cover]



WARNER BOOKS EDITION

Copyright © 1999 by Maxine McArthur

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a review.

Published in arrangement with the Author

Aspect® name and logo are registered trademarks of Warner Books, Inc.

The Warner Books name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Cover design by Don Puckey

Cover illustration by Jim Burns

Hand lettering by Jesse Sanchez

Warner Books, Inc.

Hachette Book Group,

237 Park Avenue

New York, NY 10017

Visit our Web site at www.HachetteBookGroup.com.

First eBook Edition: June 2001

ISBN: 978-0-446-55431-2


ACCLAIM FOR
TIME FUTURE

“Rich in detail…TIME FUTURE shows that Maxine McArthur has an astute mind, a ferocious sense of detail, and the capacity to become one of the world's most distinguished SF writers.”

—Nova Express magazine

“A fine new entry in classic space opera…compares well with Vernor Vinge's A Deepness in the Sky and with the work of Lois McMaster Bujold.”

—Kage Baker, author of The Garden of Iden

“A wonderfully complex story, set in a strange, mysterious—and mysteriously threatened—space station.”

—Roger MacBride Allen, author of The Depths of Time

“An impressive, densely layered story of intrigue…. Perhaps it's her southern hemisphere, Pacific Rim background which helped her keep her aliens so very alien, and Commander Halley so very human.”

—Elizabeth Moon, author of Against the Odds

In memory of my father

Acknowledgments

A totally inadequate thank you to my editors: Viki Wright, whose patience and encouragement over two years kept me going through every draft; and Louise Thurtell, whose skill and perceptivity turned the final draft into a publishable manuscript.


 

 

 

 

 

Time past and time future What might have been and what has been Point to one end, which is always present.

“Burnt Norton,” T.S. Eliot, 1944

Dream the center far for me

When it burns then we may see

Paths outflung in fixity

Deceive us

 

Cry the center close to me

Let the burning rivers flee

Tears we shed together will

Redeem us

 

Sing the center into me

Fill the light and set me free

Now and then forever be

Within us

“Invidi chant,” from A Child's Book of Alien Verses, 2098


Before

When I was a little girl my great-grandmother would tell me stories of the days before the Invidi came to Earth.

She would sit in her room under the frangipani and I'd bring tobacco for her to smoke in secret in return for the stories. She'd suck and puff until the thin pipe drew properly, then lean back in the creaky cane chair. I can't remember her face—only the long arms and heavy voice, both of which are now my own. That and the flowery-smoky-musty smell of her room.

Always the same beginning to the stories.

“Listen now, child. This was a town of women. When Marlena Alvarez became mayor, she asked me to be chief of police because she knew I could do the job.

“The old mayor and judges were dead. They'd been murdered by the very thugs who put them in office. The old police chief and his deputies had disappeared, either dead or in hiding. Or they'd joined one of the gangs.

“The able-bodied men? Mostly dead, drafted by the militia or arrested by them—it came to the same thing in the long run. Everyone who could afford to go to the cities did so. Many of them couldn't afford transport but they went anyway. Better to brave the dangers of disease, famine, guns than stay. The only ones left were the old, the sick, the very young, and the women who looked after them.

“God, those politicians hated her. They tried to scare us out of town, they tried to force us to do what they wanted. They tried ridicule and starvation…death threats all the time. Tried everything to wear us down.

“Marlena never said anything, but I watched her grow old before my eyes.”

Her tone would become softer, reminiscent. The pipe would go out.

“We did a good job though. Rebuilt the town. She never turned away refugees. They needed shelter, we needed the labor. Marlena pestered the state and central governments for funds. We got media contacts, too, and told everyone what was happening. After years of bargaining and compromise she finally placed the town off-limits to all armed groups.” Demora would roll her eyes. “Mad, we all said she was mad.”

Sometimes I would sneak away at this point, before she reached the end of the story. It didn't matter whether anyone was listening or not. She had to say it, had to relive it and forgive herself again.

“Marlena died on January 3rd, 2017. I should have watched the roof. We never caught the sniper. I remember it was about dusk because I couldn't see the color of her eyes when I held her.”

The town of Las Mujeres had no public money and no resources beyond its people, and their lives changed little during the twelve years Alvarez was in office. But by the time she was assassinated in 2017 the groundswell she had created was unstoppable. I grew up hearing the name Marlena Alvarez as though she were an eccentric and beloved aunt. It was years later that I realized her actions in the town of Las Mujeres sparked the original EarthSouth movement, and that she was a legend to freedom fighters everywhere.

The EarthSouth movement demanded social justice and economic reform and provided the precedent that persuaded the aliens to sign the Mars–Invidi Agreement on Species Rights in 2080, and to admit Earth as a member of the Confederacy of Allied Worlds in 2085. Marlena Alvarez played her part in bringing us out here and history says that her death was not in vain. But my great-grandmother knew better.

I am not blind to the parallels between Las Mujeres and ourselves. We are isolated, surrounded by enemies and indifferent friends. We have no resources and cannot decide our own fate, which is what they used to say about women in those times. We are divided among ourselves and cannot conquer our own weaknesses, which is how the galaxy sees humans now. The big difference, though, is that we have no Marlena Alvarez—only me.


PART ONE

THE SPINNING WORLD


First Day, 8am

You'd think on a space station this size there'd be an all-night food dispenser open.

I thumped the ringlift controls in a useless attempt to make the door close faster. If I hadn't had to search vainly for a meal after the Engineering briefing I would have had more time to catch up on the backlog of urgent administrative tasks. And now I was going to be late for the comet presentation. Not a good example from the head of station.

The doors wheezed shut with maddening slowness, and a faint, transitory lightness in my feet told me the ringlift had begun its descent from Alpha to Gamma levels. The throughways had been deserted earlier. Perhaps the stall owners who usually wander the lower level at night were preparing for the coming festival. There certainly wasn't much business anymore from shift workers—the Seouras blockade has destroyed most of our production capability and there is no longer any need for a twenty-four-hour workforce. The majority of residents now follow the same diurnal schedule. Earth's, for convenience, although our orbit around the planet below is completed in about half that time.

I'm hungry, having forgotten to eat anything since lunch yesterday. I'm overdrawn in space rations, too, or I might have resorted to ingesting my quota of those.

The ringlift jarred to a halt. I left it and threaded my way through the morning crowd, fastening my jacket as I walked and trying vainly to tidy my hair. I hope my face doesn't look as tired as I feel.

Fifteen pairs of eyes turned to watch me as the meeting room door opened. I get this sort of intense regard much more as head of station than I ever did as head of Engineering, and it still stops me momentarily in my tracks.

“Commander Halley.” Lieutenant Gamet, a trim woman with hair pulled back tightly from her face, nodded to me from the far side of a round table. I took my place next to Bill Murdoch, the burly head of Security, and smiled a greeting to the others. Of the department heads only Murdoch, my friend Eleanor Jago, the head of Medicine, and Veatch, the station manager, had accepted the invitation to the briefing. Eleanor, cool and tidy in her hospital whites, half-smiled back at me but her glance was more professional than personal. Veatch stared back impassively through alien eyes. The other participants were a mixture of EarthFleet, scientific research, and Engineering staff.

Murdoch caught my eye as I looked around the table.

“You should have made it an order to come,” he rumbled, leaning sideways so no one else could hear. “You need to give people more incentive.”

I frowned. Surely a rare interstellar phenomenon was incentive enough? And I'd hinted at the prospects it offered us to break the siege. Either the other department heads hadn't understood, or they were becoming jaded by our frequent failures.

The room darkened and in place of the panel lighting a starfield blossomed brightly above the center of the table as Gamet activated a holomap.

We could see an asteroid belt, one planet close enough to be warm and hospitable, and two more far-off frozen ones orbited an unassuming orange star. The Abelar sys-tem seemed to grow as the holomap's magnification increased. A tiny disk representing Jocasta orbited the inner planet. Nobody commented on the lack of correct scale—it felt good to confirm our presence, and it was a while since most of the officers here had seen such a good show. Engineering is the only place on the station that still has functioning holovids.

“Comets were regarded as omens of evil in many ancient Earth cultures. For us here on Jocasta, it may be the opposite.” Gamet pushed a slim forefinger into the map on top of the space station and swirled it around the planet in simulated orbit.

The officers seated around the holomap table in the dark room leaned forward to see better.

“The comet has passed its perihelion and is now on the second day of its four-day trip out of the system.” She added the last element to the holomap with a flourish, and there was a murmur of appreciation as the comet winked into existence and its bright tail streamed away from the star.

Gamet was always a stimulating presenter, which was why I'd chosen her for this one.

“Have you given it a name?” an EarthFleet ensign asked slyly.

Murdoch jabbed me in the ribs with his elbow. I started out of my half-doze. The double-nighter was starting to tell.

“A number will be sufficient,” I said coldly. The ancestors on my maternal grandfather's side may well have been distant relatives of the astronomer who bequeathed his name to Earth's most famous comet. Then again, it might be mere coincidence. In any case, one Comet Halley in the astronomy database is plenty.

“The orbit of Comet 002,” continued Gamet, with a regretful glance in my direction, “passes between our planet and the sun on its way out of the system. Which means that particles from the tail will saturate this area of space.” She activated a simulation and we all watched as the comet sped outward again and the dust, gases, and ions released by the star's warmth sprayed the darkness in a glittering stream.

“We believe this comet is releasing a type of particle particularly disruptive to communications.” She paused to give them time to consider the implications.

“Which means?” Jago's impatient voice added an uneasy note to the general atmosphere of interest, and Gamet hastened to explain.

“I beg your pardon, ma'am. It means that our sensors will be unable to function adequately”—someone laughed shortly but she ignored them—“and there will be some interference with communications outside the station.”

The same person muttered, “What's new?”

“By the same token,” Gamet said loudly, “the Seouras ships' sensors will not work either.”

There was complete silence. The Seouras ships surround our station and block communication with the outside galaxy. One remains in a close companion orbit with the station and at least three more cover the approaches to the system with efficient menace.

“The only window of opportunity for this exercise will be…” Gamet waited until the comet was just past the pale planet in the map, “here.” She halted the simulation to give everyone a view of the tail streaming past Jocasta. “If we set a probe to follow the tail out of the system, it might be able to avoid interception by the Seouras ships before the tail itself dissipates. The probe will then send a message to the Confederacy as it continues along a course set to intercept a major trade route.”

Assuming, of course, the Confederacy of Allied Worlds is still there to listen to us. The invasion might have happened there, too.

She touched the last known positions of the gray Seouras ships, which appeared as tiny triangles, greatly out of scale on the map, but much too small for the weight they occupied in our minds.

“Any questions?” She moved quickly to this last segment because we'd agreed that people wouldn't absorb information unless it was directly related to their own jobs.

“Why not send a crewed ship?” the EarthFleet ensign asked.

Our main defenses, two squadrons of EarthFleet fighters, had been decimated in the initial Seouras attack. The remaining personnel now worked in other areas, but many, like this ensign, itched to do something more.

“We're not that certain it'll work,” I said, and a couple of people chuckled half-heartedly. It wasn't a laughing matter. Six months ago when the Seouras attacked, most of the residents with the means to do so had attempted to leave. All of them died when the gray ships fired on them. Since then we've tried to sneak a couple of small ships out at various intervals, but so far we've lost them all.

“Do you require any particular cooperation from my department?” asked Veatch, the station manager, in his aggrieved drawl. His department was Administrative Affairs.

Gamet returned normal lighting to the room as she answered. “Only the requisition details for the shuttle, sir.”

“Then I fail to see why I was encouraged to attend this meeting.” He probably didn't mean to sound quite so petulant.

“We thought you might be interested, seeing that the plan involves the entire station.” Gamet's normally placid face was taut. “Like everyone else.”

“Perhaps I am not like everyone else.”

“You can say that again,” the EarthFleet ensign commented under his breath.

“It was only twenty minutes. Surely you can spare that,” said Eleanor Jago. “We're all busy.”

“Twenty-two minutes.” Veatch couldn't resist the pedantic correction. It was one of the reasons the Melot were such brilliant bureaucrats.

Murdoch nudged me again and I stood up.

“Engineering will contact each department if they require any assistance,” I said. “If you have any suggestions or other input, I'm sure they'd be delighted to receive it.”

Jocasta is Earth's first outspace station, established five years ago in 2116. Three rings like a corrugated discus spin around a central core, where the modified alien engines nudge us back into correct orbit every twenty-two days and provide backup for essential systems in case the solar reflectors fail in an emergency. Such as a blockade.

The station had only been in Confederacy hands for two standard years when it was handed over to Earth. It had been under construction when the Tor abandoned the system after losing their decades-long war with the Invidi and the Confederacy. Abelar was a former Tor colony system, but after the Tor withdrew, the Confederacy of Allied Worlds, of which Earth is a minor member, was busy with economic problems in the inner sectors. The Confederacy was slow to begin taking an active part in the administration and protection of this obscure system on the edge of a barren outer sector. ConFleet patrolled only occasionally. Opportunists moved in quickly and by the time the Confederacy finally asserted its rights over the system, the area had become a haunt of pirates and unaligned, unregistered traders.

Then someone had the bright idea of finishing the space station that the Tor had begun. Not only was this cheaper in the long term than maintaining a mobile force in the area, but it was also less of a threat to the balance of power here. That balance consisted of a tentative standoff between two or three huge trading conglomerates that maintained mercenary fleets and acted in the interests of different factions on the Confederacy Council, and the Danadan, a spacefaring race who have traditionally pirated this area of space after their homeworld was destroyed by the Tor centuries ago. As well as these major players, there were a number of small, unaligned trading companies, and pirate gangs, all of whom jealously guarded their right to plunder what they could of this isolated and resource-poor cluster.

Then the Confederacy decided to “give” the station to Earth. It was a generous gesture for the Council to approve administration of a sector facility by one of its minor members, and none of the eight other non-jump species had ever been accorded a similar honor. A gesture it remained, however. The four founding member species—the Invidi, the K'Cher, Melot, and the Bendarl, the “Four Worlds”—have always refused to allow the lesser members independent use of faster-than-light spacedrive, so Earth was forced to bow to the schedules of Sector vessels or rent private shipping to transport its personnel and sublight ships to the station. Without this cooperation we are completely isolated.

I arrived here as one of the engineering crew in the second year of the reconstruction and the year before Jocasta officially became an Earthstation. It wasn't my first job as overseer but the others had never been as chaotic as this. Work was constantly disrupted by the non-arrival of supplies and personnel, booby traps left by the Tor, and occasionally by attacks on the station itself. We only ever finished because the Danadan became embroiled in territorial squabbles with the Seouras and the other two largest pirate fleets engaged in a bloody feud for nearly a year. Even then, the outermost ring was still incomplete at the inauguration ceremony.

Relations with Sector Central were further soured by difficulties in getting the station running smoothly. There were four station heads in that first year: one quit, two committed suicide and one was poisoned. By the time I found myself the unwilling and ostensibly temporary holder of that office, as head of Engineering and the most senior ConFleet officer, most of the construction crews and ConFleet forces had pulled out. No respectable trader would come anywhere near the station—many didn't know we existed—and to cap it all, it seemed that Jocasta's charter stated that the head of station was also obliged to act as governor of the Abelar system. This meant I had to worry about two battered and almost completely useless planets with tiny mining colonies and the usual one light-year territorial boundary as well as the station itself.

It took nearly three years of hard work to achieve a precarious stability both in the running of the station and between the species who visited and lived here. The Danadan threatened to upset it all when they declared this had always been their space and demanded special trading privileges. At about the same time the Seouras presence along the Confederacy border grew stronger and the two species clashed frequently.

The Seouras were an unknown factor. It was rumored that they had returned to claim the area for their own, but in fact their ships made no aggressive moves against the system or Confederacy traffic. There was no indication that the Seouras had aggressive intentions or that they possessed the level of technology necessary to effect a seizure. Their ships then weren't half as big as the ones watching the station now, and the design was different.

The Danadan and mercenary fleets ruined trade and filled the station with refugees, which we could ill afford; because of the lack of support from either Sector Central or Earth, the only way for us to become self-sufficient was by trade. Even then, we were always low on essential stocks—medical supplies, delicate equipment replacements. To provide a counterweight, I suggested a treaty between Jocasta, the Danadan, and the Seouras as we then knew them. The captain of the Danadan ship that was disturbing trade around the system at the time agreed to consider a compromise. Murdoch was appalled by the idea and said so.

It took several weeks of intensive diplomatic effort to hammer out an agreement basically satisfactory to all. Both the Seouras and Danadan were to suspend hostilities in the Abelar system and a surrounding twenty-light-year radius. No force was to be used against Confederacy ships or installations in said area. Both species were allowed full access to and trade privileges on Jocasta. If one party broke the treaty, the others were to come to the aid of the injured party.

The Danadan were not happy at the prospect of losing a profitable area of pillage, but perhaps they considered the benefits of having a powerful ally such as the Confederacy worth conceding a demilitarized buffer zone in and around the Abelar system. The Seouras seemed pleased to be rid of the Danadan and expressed an interest in both trading and communicating with other species in the Confederacy.

Unfortunately the trading conglomerates and their employees at all levels of Confederacy government were not pleased, and neither were the K'Cher trade barons who manipulated them. Nor were Earth administration (because Sector was upset), crooked traders and agents on the station (because station Security now found time to deal with them), or elements within the Danadan hierarchy who thought the loss of their piracy income too high a price to pay for a peace they'd never wanted. As they say, you can't please everyone all the time.

The Abelar Treaty seemed a good idea at the time, and it worked for a while. It kept our space free from large-scale fighting between Seouras and Danadan and let us concentrate on removing smugglers and pirates, and on attracting genuine traders. We had nearly a year of peace and prosperity afterwards. The Seouras kept their distance, the Danadan visited only to trade.

A few refugees took advantage of the peace to seek safety with the Confederacy, it is true, but one hundred years ago Marlena Alvarez never turned refugees away and I was damned if I would now. Some trade from the main jump routes began to spill over to us and representatives of the sector's largest mercantile financier and the K'Cher trading fleet opened offices on the station. Sector Central even sent a team from the Audit Ministry to complain about our management structure.

All that changed in a few hours when the gray ships came.

“You really think it'll work?” Bill Murdoch leaned his elbows on the table between us and kept his voice low. He is a big man, broad and heavy-muscled, and his uniform always seems a little tight over the shoulders.

“It's the best chance we've had for a while to send a message.” I stifled another yawn. I'd been working all night with the engineering team to prepare the probe. The trouble was, I'd also been kept up the night before that when the Seouras called. They send a certain signal to the station when they want me over on the ship. As soon as the signal comes, I go. The last session had been a long one, almost twelve hours, leaving me feeling completely ragged.

Murdoch pushed his chair back and looked at me with an expression that could have been either exasperation or concern. “Hard night?”

“Two of them. I'm going back to my quarters.” I stretched stiffly. Joint pain is one of the side effects of the Seouras interaction. Murdoch watched without comment as I flinched and rubbed. The intensity of his round, dark gaze made me stop, embarrassed to be revealing a weakness here.

The other officers got to their feet also, murmuring to each other. They filled the room, which looked smaller in the light—the sky blue of EarthFleet, the navy of Con-Fleet, Murdoch's olive-green Security jacket, the brown suit of a civilian researcher in Astro, and Veatch's slim, gray form. Jago's white-jacketed figure disappeared quickly—she was on call at the hospital.

The other colors left space around Veatch's gray. It was a deliberate snub. Veatch was a Melot, a “humanoid” species—how they hated that phrase. They had essentially the same form as humans: bipedal, forward-facing eyes, a respiratory system, etc., but they were one of the four founding species of the Confederacy. There were nine other member worlds/systems/species in the Confederacy, making a total of thirteen, as well as dozens of affiliated worlds that were not formal members but had economic or cultural ties with Confederacy worlds. The Four Worlds made it quite clear who the senior members of the partnership were, and the Nine Worlds, as the rest of us were called, put up with it because…it was true. If it had not been for the technology and knowledge of the Four, most of the Nine would have still been clawing our way out of our respective atomic ages. Or have destroyed ourselves first, as the case may be. But it was not pleasant to be reminded of one's own inferiority, and Veatch's insensitivity fanned the embers of resentment onstation against the Four, and against the Confederacy in general. The Confederacy that had not saved us from the Seouras.

In their first attack the gray ships approached the station, ignored greetings and then warnings, and blocked our communications with anyone beyond the system. At the time, I hadn't wanted to make any aggressive moves—they were obviously better armed than we were—but they got closer and closer. They sent no communications and we had no idea who we were facing.

The EarthFleet officers, whose fighter squadrons formed our first and only line of defense, wanted to give a warning followed by some aggressive posturing by the squadrons. I resisted this, because the ships had made no attack on us, although the squadron leaders pointed out that to isolate us from the Confederacy could be interpreted as a hostile act. This initial tension continued for hours, while we tried desperately to find some method of communication, and ended tragically when a couple of the traders docked at Jocasta tried to make a run for it and were swiftly, effortlessly shot down by the nearest gray ship.

So began the blockade. I gave in to recommendations from EarthFleet and ConFleet officers to retaliate. The fighter squadrons were destroyed—shot away as they attacked, picked off as they retreated. The station's residents panicked. Many of the traders and those residents with access to transport tried to leave, against our direct orders. The gray ships destroyed them too. The station was in an uproar. Already overtaxed environmental systems started to fail and damage to reflectors plunged whole sections into darkness.

We kept sending a message of surrender but there was no sign the ships received it, until they sent us a message that bore the signature we'd used for the Seouras in the treaty negotiations. We couldn't understand why they were doing this when they already had access to the station. We still don't understand.

They called me over to the ship in the same way we'd negotiated for the treaty. Like those other Seouras they did not seem able to communicate either verbally or electronically in a way we could recognize, and they used the implant their predecessors gave me, by which their “thoughts” or “moods”—neither, really, but there is no word in our vocabulary to describe it—are directly communicated to my mind. I couldn't do it back, but they seemed to understand me when I spoke.

All they said this time, though, was “Wait.”

So we waited.

They returned force with force and their defenses were far more sophisticated than any weapon we possessed, as we found to our cost. It might have been easier if we had known what they wanted. Why they were cutting us off from the rest of the galaxy and then leaving us to our own devices on the station. Why they would not talk except to one representative. Why they attack shuttles or small ships. Why they take nothing from the station, but hold it hostage for my good behavior and vice versa, send for me arbitrarily on an average of once a fortnight, wring me sometimes to the point of insensibility for whatever they get from our “conversations”…and then let me return. Why, if they needed nothing, they were here. And so on and so on. It nearly drove me mad at first. Then I finally realized that it was a waste of time trying to understand why they were doing this to us. Now I think about what we do know—six months' worth of sensor readings on their ships—and leave motive to the gods. There has to be an answer somewhere in the data.

All we can do is wait, while the station falls apart around us.

The wall comm link beeped through the low hum of conversation.

“Commander Halley?”

I reached past Murdoch and tapped open the screen. “Halley here. What is it, Baudin?”

Lieutenant Baudin, EarthFleet and proud of it, calling from the Bubble. He didn't have to lean into the visual pickup so far. The tip of his considerable nose was quite blurred.

“We've detected a jump mine explosion. On the edge of the asteroid field.”

All conversation in the room ceased. Every head turned to listen.

It took a second for his words to penetrate and the adrenaline to kick in.

“Have you picked up any sign of a ship?” I said. Jump mines can only be set off by ships.

“We can't tell at this distance. Backburn from the mine is disrupting sensors.”

“The Seouras? Are they doing anything?” Perhaps they knew that any ship caught in a jump mine would no longer be a threat. Perhaps their sensors had been disrupted by the comet sooner than we'd expected.

“There's nothing from them.”

“Keep monitoring it. I'll be right up.” The screen darkened.

There was a short moment of frozen disbelief, then the others scrambled for the door.

I glared my way through first—rank has its privileges—and walked quickly to the nearest ringlift, Murdoch close behind me. The throughway outside the building was crowded and his bulk came in handy.

Veatch, who had left before Baudin's message, was waiting in front of the ringlift and he looked around with a surprised tilt of his antennae as we rushed up. The door opened.

“Going up?” Murdoch reached past Veatch and tapped in the code for the command center.

“Yes.” Veatch was unsure of the protocol for rhetorical questions, although he often gave what I felt were rhetorical answers to my sensible questions.

The doors wheezed shut and the floor pressed briefly against our feet as the ringlift rose to Alpha level.

“How could it possibly have been set off?” said Murdoch.

I shook my head. “I've never heard of one blowing by itself. Has to be a ship.”

Jump mines, weapons left over from the war between the Confederacy and the Tor, were seeded indiscriminately across the sector by the Tor and activate when a ship leaves a jump to return to normal space. Most of the mines have been collected or destroyed, but the number of places possible for a jump in or out of hyperspace were limited and occasionally these points drifted into a forgotten mine. Big traders and ConFleet ships had all developed defense grids, so the main casualties were small or obsolete craft.

“Commander?” Veatch conveyed censure without frowning.

“We detected a jump mine that activated within the system,” I explained, fidgeting against the slowness of the lift. “On the edge of the asteroids.”

“I see.”

“Aren't you excited? This could be our first contact with the outside galaxy in six months. It could be a ship from the Confederacy.”

“Most ConFleet vessels are equipped with mine detection devices. And I do not see how contact with a radioactive wreck will prove of any use to us.”

“Cheerful, aren't you?” Murdoch grunted. “Does the word ‘morale’ mean anything to you?”

I tapped the status screen on the lift wall that showed the position of the closest Seouras ship. I like to know where it is, to be able to “see” them, even if only on our inefficient sensors. The ship was in the same place as it had been for weeks, on the far side of the station, facing the Confederacy and the bright swathe of the inner galaxy.

“It might not be of any immediate use.” I turned back to Veatch. “But if we can analyze the wreckage we may find out why the ship jumped into this system, whether it's from the Confederacy or not.”

The jump in itself was unusual. Normally the drive was not activated inside a populated system even if a jump point were available, a matter of both safety and courtesy. Nobody wants even a controlled singularity—at least, that's what we thought it was—opening on their doorstep. We didn't know much more about the jump drive. The Invidi often pointed out that our greatest mathematical minds have failed to understand it, but I think they should let an engineer have a go.

“I would've thought you'd be glad of a chance to get news from home,” said Murdoch to Veatch. “Must be hard for you, stuck here with all these lesser species.”

I looked more carefully at Murdoch. Sarcasm was not his usual style. His blunt, brown features looked tired.

“I do not regard anyone on the station as a lesser species.” Veatch was making his opinion clear. Another first.

“Maybe, but you gotta admit the whole administrative process is designed to humiliate whoever tries to use it.”

My heart sank. If Murdoch came out on the side of the anti-Four lobby, things could get tougher for me, caught in the middle between them. Until now, he has been admirably neutral.

“The administrative process is designed for efficiency.” Veatch's normal whine grew sharper in defense of his territory.

“It wasn't efficient the other day when I tried to file a complaint about recycling.”

“Perhaps you did not utilize the process correctly.”

“Nope, I put the stuff in the chute, but it didn't…”

“I refer to the administrative process.”

I tried to ignore them and think about the ship but their voices were like the fizz of loose circuitry, impossible to ignore. They were a strange pair—Veatch must have been born knowing every Confederacy regulation; Murdoch was quite capable of ignoring the rules when it suited him. Murdoch had been assigned here because in his former post he refused to take the usual bribes and tried to arrest his CO. Veatch must have trodden on someone's toes at Central, because there was no other reason a career bureaucrat would be sent here. And I'm sure I was given the Jocasta reconstruction project because someone hoped I'd get blown up by a Tor booby trap.

The door wheezed open at the lower entrance to the main complex.

“See you later,” said Murdoch curtly, and pushed his way out ahead of Veatch, who inclined his antennae and followed. The lift rose another half-level and the door opened on the Bubble.

The murmur of voices faltered only momentarily as I stepped onto the upper platform. I hadn't felt this much excitement on the top level for months. Instead of the usual three or four staff monitoring main systems there must have been at least twenty people there, and the narrow, circular space was hot and cramped. Baudin bent over the person on duty at the main sensor console and a Con-Fleet ensign, Lee, was seated at Ops.

“Where is it?” I squeezed past Baudin's salute—he was too excited to remember I hated that—and looked over Lee's dark blue shoulder. Her eyes slanted back at me briefly and her trim fingers tapped the information onto the screen.

“Drifting past the last asteroids now. And Commander—there's a ship.”

A ship. We haven't had a ship dock here since the Seouras blockade began. Our last contact with an outside source, and that by sensors only, was when a tiny prospector blundered through the asteroid belt three or four months ago. The prospector must have evaded Seouras sensors somehow to get that far, but as soon as it left the belt they destroyed it while we watched. Stupid, sad waste. Something that small could be no threat to the huge, gray ships.

It gave us ideas, though. Of sending a ship to sneak out of the system via the asteroids. So we sent two volunteers and never heard from them again. We tried again a little while afterwards, using the tail of a comet similar to the present one. That ship was damaged and we had to watch it drift away from us, the pilot condemned to wait until his air ran out. We wished the Seouras had fired.

The Seouras might not let us intervene. The trouble is, we won't know until we try, and it means risking one of our two shuttles and several lives for a radioactive wreck.

I didn't like the idea. We'd lost the EarthFleet squadrons in five minutes when the Seouras first attacked and I didn't want to lose anyone else.

No movement from the gray ship. So far, so good. I peered at the readings. “Have we got an ID?”

Lee frowned at the console as though it had insulted her personally. “No, ma'am. Radiation from the mine's interfering. And the ship itself is hot.”

We had to know where the ship came from. It could carry a message from the Confederacy, from Earth. It could mean the end of our isolation. It could also, I rubbed the implant in my neck, just be another lost prospector.

“It'll take a bit longer, but we'll send the probe,” I decided. The probe is a battered robot with basic sensor arrays and limited propulsion, designed to investigate the geological composition of asteroids and the only one left out of our original complement of five. After the Seouras came we modified the robot's sensors so they could be used to repair the reflectors. The fewer live targets we provided, the better.

Lee nodded and sent a message to Engineering, but Baudin's face fell in disappointment.

“The probe can't bring the ship in,” he ventured. “What if there are survivors?”

“We'll retrieve it, then. After we make sure.” I could see why he chafed at the enforced patience of our dealings with the Seouras—our only way of resistance is to do nothing. But the likelihood of survivors is small, and there's no way he'll persuade me to risk more lives without good reason.

The question was, why had the Seouras let the ship past? Perhaps it surprised them, and when the mine blew, they felt it wasn't worth finishing the job.

Unless…I tried to think back to my most recent session with them. Were they any different this time? If they were letting down their guard, becoming careless, we might try slipping a shuttle “out the back door” again as well as the comet probe. We don't have any jump-capable ships here, but we still do have a couple of shuttles, two old fighters and an assortment of motley freighters like the Queen.

Perhaps there had been a change in the Seouras lately, the way they felt inside my head. But not a slackening. Rather, an intensification of purpose, a sharpening of will, of voice. As though more and more of the voices had decided to agree.

I needed to think. “I'll be in my office. Call me as soon as you have anything.”


First Day, 9am

Even now, weeks since the blast, the mess in my office still comes as a surprise. Murdoch's investigation still hasn't found the culprit, but the bomb itself was a small, homemade device. Designed, Security thought, to frighten rather than kill. It certainly succeeded. I was sick with apprehension for days afterwards, even though I was not in the office at the time of the explosion. Lately, though, my habitual fog of fatigue has cushioned fear, and the mess has become merely an inconvenience.

A chaos of filepads, data crystals, and console components littered the desk, and the lower half of the office door and the bank of interface consoles beside the desk were covered in blackened dents and cracks. The main interface bank was dead, and its dark monitor gave the small room an air of abandonment. The single live interface stood on the desk, swamped in clutter. On the wall next to the door a two-dimensional print hung askew, although the blast had not been able to damage its clear container. That print has survived two global wars, three major depressions, and an Amazonian flood. An ancestor of mine who assisted the Meiji government in building its first iron and steel mill brought it to Germany from Japan. Engineering runs in the family.

The print shows a village marketplace in Japan with a curving bridge in the foreground and figures bustling around it. Behind the town towers an immense, cone-shaped mountain with a far-off traveller scurrying for shelter from a squall. Looking at it now, I sympathize with that traveller. I had the feeling we were in for a storm too.

Before I'd even sat down Veatch entered through the connecting door from his office. As station manager, officially Veatch oversees all the major departments of the station and then brings any problems that involve station-wide decision-making to me. In practice, however, the department heads have more autonomy. Bill Murdoch runs Security, the chief magistrate, Lorna deVries, never consults anyone about Judiciary, Mac has his own little dictatorship in Engineering, and Eleanor Jago takes care of the medical staff and systems. The rest of the station comes under Administration and its many divisions, except for EarthFleet and Customs, which are nearly irrelevant now.

Veatch always seems happy to immerse himself in the convoluted world of Confederacy bureaucracy that regulates the official minutiae of station life. This is not surprising, for the Melot clerical caste dominate the huge, unwieldy bureaucracy of the Confederacy for a reason. Veatch runs our administration with comparable efficiency, unfazed by military defeat and alien occupation. I find it difficult, though, to decipher how he feels about being sent to a post so obscure and isolated, let alone his feelings about the blockade. Does he see his posting as punishment? Perhaps it is merely another job to be performed as best he can in spite of the amateurish assistance of human administrators, many of whom resent his presence as proof of Confederacy interference.

A slight shabbiness is the only sign he shows of the past six months' turmoil. The collar and cuffs of his suits droop and recently he has taken to wearing the same pair of shoes two shifts in a row. But his coppery skin of tiny overlapping scales is as iridescent as ever and the great gold eyes stare at me with the same deceptive innocence.

“What is it?” I thudded into my desk chair.

“Commander.” Veatch inclined his head. “Is there to be no rescue operation?” Presumably he'd called the upper level for an update.

“Not unless we confirm the presence of survivors. Do you think everyone's heard about it?”

“The Station Times broadcast the story on the 0900 news.” His finely scaled face was expressionless, but I caught a distinct impression of distaste. “They scooped, I believe the word is, the official announcement.”

I groaned inwardly. Dan Florida, one of the station's more enterprising civilian residents, recently decided we needed an independent news service to supplement what he called the “paucity of official information systems.” He pays to use part of the station comm net and then charges his viewers a small fee. Granted, the service broadcasts in a variety of minority languages, which the official net does not, and therefore employs more refugees, but it seems strange to make people pay for information that should be public.

Veatch seemed a little brisker than usual, perhaps the Melot equivalent of being excited. “You did not meet Mr. Florida?”

“No, thank goodness.”

“He contacted me to arrange an interview with you. I told him he would have to make an appointment and he said he would check the time with you.”

“Well, he hasn't,” I snapped.

He tapped his comfile with a steady, soporific rhythm. “You have not forgotten the Smoke residents meeting at 1800 hours?”

I shook my head and choked back a yawn. Staying awake was proving impossible.

Veatch's voice is a leaden whine. Both irritating and mesmerizing, it engenders a desire on the part of the listener to disagree with whatever he's saying. At the same time his manner is lofty and disdainful. At first I thought he was just like that with me, regarding me as a sort of mechanic, incapable of understanding administrative issues. But as the months have passed, I notice that he's the same with everyone.

“The efficiency reports from last week are cause for concern. Three departments are down more than two points. It would be appropriate to bring the matter up at the senior staff meeting tomorrow,” he droned on.

“I'll look at the data first.”

Eventually Veatch folded his three-jointed fingers in a complex pattern, a movement that indicated a desire to change the subject. Before I could suggest we talk later the door chimed and opened to admit Ellis Walsh, our EarthFleet liaison-cum-personnel officer.

She walked quickly, a little behind the momentum of her own pace, a stack of filepads nestled in the crook of one arm.

“Commander…Oh, Mr. Veatch. I didn't know you were here.” She flicked a long, blond fringe away from her eyes.

Veatch inclined his antennae diffidently.

Walsh pulled over the other chair and sat. She had the air of someone settling in for a siege and I rattled a data crystal irritably on the desk. All I wanted was a quick nap.

“I've been trying to reach you for days, Commander.”

Veatch took his own filepad off the desk. “Interview requests are considered according to station priorities.”

“I've been with the Seouras,” I interjected hastily. “What is it you wanted to see me about?”

She glanced at Veatch, who showed no sign of moving. “It concerns him directly.”

I felt a little more alert. Dissension in the ranks. Walsh is a member of the EarthFleet administration that is supposed to run Jocasta. To keep staff numbers up, though, over half the positions are filled by ConFleet people, like myself, and those seconded from Sector Central administration, like Veatch. Politically it's no accident that even though we are an Earth base, the head of station, station manager, and head of security all come from the mixed Confederacy forces.

Not that it matters anymore. We're all stuck here together.

“He keeps blocking me on the development plan.” Walsh tapped her filepad.

“Development?”

“The Alpha redistribution project.” She frowned at my slowness. “The RRC—Residential Reform Committee—met and discussed the matter last month.”

I took the proffered datachip and called up the information on my own interface. It's a wonder the thing still works. I've removed visual cueing, retina scans, voice cues, and direct cranial enhancement, which I don't use anymore, and any other modifications in the hope of increasing efficiency in its main functions, but the bomb blast left problems.

“It was agreed to negotiate with the owners of dwellings in sections three through twenty-four regarding the conversion of that space into either agricultural extension or high-density residencies,” Walsh continued.

“Ye-es.” As far as I could remember “agree” has never been something the committee has done very well, but this wasn't the time to mention it. “I'm familiar with the proposal. How is it being blocked?” I was interested to hear what she had to say about Veatch. Ordinarily, he kept a claustrophobically well controlled department, and for one of his staff to approach me directly argued great frustration boiling away below the surface.

Veatch recrossed his legs, unworried.

“Commander, I must protest the expression ‘block,’” he said. “It implies a hidden agenda and/or deliberate malice. I have merely…”

“Oh no. This is my complaint.” Walsh leaned forward and stared across at Veatch then back at me. “Let me tell it my way.”

“Fine.” I glanced at Veatch. He shrugged without moving his body and settled back in his chair.

“Things aren't moving ahead at all,” she continued. “I try to process drafts of, say, preference surveys for current residents or environmental impact assessments, but they just disappear after they leave my terminal.”

“Disappear?”

“Yes. When I chase things up, they're stuck at the bottom of someone's In file. Or in the wrong directory. Or the hardcopy's been mislaid. It's more than inefficiency—this is deliberate obfuscation.”

I couldn't stop the yawn escaping. “Any comments, Mr. Veatch?”

“It needs to be investigated according to protocol,” he said. “Without undue haste.”

Walsh snorted. “Haste? Have you noticed our situation lately? We're not exactly on the main supply routes anymore. We need to use space as efficiently as possible, as soon as possible, and Alpha has too many Class Four areas.”

Class Four areas were set aside as recreation or “open cultural” space in the station's original plan. Places like parks, stages, concert venues. In practice, the well-off Alpha ring residents kept and expanded these areas while people in the crowded lower rings have had to use the space mainly for accommodation. It feeds the anti–Four Worlds sentiment on the station because the majority of Alpha residents are either K'Cher or those who've profited by their association with the K'Cher. The K'Cher aristocracy controlled the economy of the Confederacy in the same way the Melot controlled its administration and the Bendarl its defense. Not overtly, but with great efficiency. Except, perhaps, for the Bendarl, who wouldn't recognize subtlety if they died of it.

Despite Veatch's unpopularity as a member of one of the four “major” species, it was unlike him to oppose anything that improved the efficiency of station administration, provided it did not mean a flow of power out of his hands. Which this project did not. There would be plenty of opportunities for him to assert control.

Veatch inclined his head a little too much. “All properly formatted material is processed through due channels.”

“Are you suggesting my drafts were not formatted correctly?” Walsh snapped.

“Perhaps we should continue at a more appropriate time.” Veatch added insult to injury by looking at me. He was definitely protesting too much. Surely he must realize, first, that Walsh was right, and second, that we couldn't afford to exacerbate the dissatisfaction on the station.

“Now is appropriate,” she said. “We'd like to present an interim report to the committee next week.”

“That is hardly enough time to make sure all departments…”

“Ahem.” I didn't like interrupting Veatch, but he can spout excuses for hours on end. Walsh should know that confronting a Melot brought no solutions—they just retreat into ambiguities until you feel as though you are wrestling smoke on a high-gravity planet.

“Veatch, we really have no choice about this. The crowding in Delta and even Gamma is putting unacceptable strains on environmental systems, particularly waste recycling and water supply. You've read the reports.”

Walsh nodded. Veatch listened impassively.

“We can reallocate Alpha areas arbitrarily or we can do it with consideration of the residents' wishes. But it's going to get done, and soon.”

He snuffled, the Melot noise equivalent to clearing his throat. “And the matter of compensation?”

So that was it. The K'Cher and their affiliates must be pressuring Veatch to make the best deal for them.

Walsh laughed. “You're kidding. We lease them the property, remember? Jocasta is an Earth station.”

“The administration must honor the terms of the lease or offer due compensation for not doing so.”

“They don't decide what is due compensation.”

“I do not need to remind you that Jocasta is in fact leased to Earth.”

“Yes, and we haven't got any compensation for the invasion, have we? Occupation by hostile aliens isn't in the terms of our lease, either.”

I winced. This is the real issue. None of us understand why the Confederacy did not retaliate when the Seouras took Jocasta. The gray ships are powerful, true, but the warships of ConFleet are crewed largely by the Bendarl, one of the most warlike and ruthless species in the known galaxy, and Invidi technology had been able to defeat an enemy as strong as the Tor. None of us doubted ConFleet's ability to defeat the Seouras ships. But we had begun to doubt the sincerity of Confederacy intentions.

Unable to voice their protest directly to the Confederacy, people expressed their feelings of betrayal and the uncertainty and fear of the future in resentment against the administration's cooperation with the Seouras—against me. They also resented the station's one Invidi resident whom they felt could have stopped the invasion or called for help, or something. An Barik, the Invidi “observer” from the Confederacy Council, was never sociable, but these days he stayed in his quarters all the time.

I sighed. I'd had enough of the Nine versus Four conflict when I worked in the inner worlds. It had been the catalyst that destroyed my marriage. Now it was dividing Jocasta.

Veatch and Walsh were still waiting for my response.

“You can work out some kind of compensation package,” I said.

Veatch flicked his antennae in a satisfied way.

“But they must understand that it will have to go through a judicial screening process before being approved. And whatever is eventually agreed upon, we can't actually give any sort of compensation until the blockade is ended and we have sufficient resources. And,” I added, “they'll have to agree to something within the week.”

Walsh smiled and was about to make a comment when the comm link beeped and Baudin mercifully interrupted.

“The telemetry's coming through now, ma'am.”

“I'll be right out.” I turned to the two administrative officials. “If you'll excuse me?”

They both opened their mouths to have the last word, caught my eye, and decided against it.

There was a living face in the coffin. A human face. Young, female, asleep.

Whatever I'd expected to see through the probe's telemetry, this wasn't it. The visual pickups moved down to show the owner of the face floating peacefully in her narrow world of aquamarine gel, oblivious to the chaos outside.

Harsh white light streamed in through a jagged rip in the spacecraft hull, so bright that vision filters flashed a warning when the probe turned that way. It checkered the mess of floating, twisted metal and left the far corners of the cabin impenetrable. Tendrils of coolant sifted across the floor, dispersed like smoke on wind by the touch of the probe's passage. A curlicue of shining metal danced end over end.

The initial blast fused ceiling and entry at the nose end in a tangle of metal. Coffin-like berths were overturned or pulled loose from their supports. Some of the containment locks had failed, the pods had opened, and bodies floated within an untidy cloud of stasis fluid. The pods would have been arranged in even rows along opposing walls. The other wall carried the remains of a magnetic tread—that must have been their “floor.” At right angles to this were banks of controls and monitoring devices, some apparently unscathed, others blackened and melted.

The coffin shuddered as a floor panel shifted. The ship itself was creaking apart. Outside it trailed a cloud of debris and water vapor as momentum from the explosion pushed it closer to the station.

“Can we remove the coff—…the pod without disconnecting the cryosystem?” My voice fell flat into the scene inside my eyes, echoing in a way that should have been impossible in vacuum. There was a curious sense of dislocation to this conversation with someone who my senses told me wasn't really there. I pulled my head out of the virtual hood with a grimace of distaste and returned to the physical present—an engineering console in the Bubble. The probe continued sending information.

“There are humans in there. In cryostasis. Where did they come from? Someone froze them and sent them here?” Lee bent over the screen as though it would yield more information that way.

A present? I dismissed the ridiculous image with regret. It would be nice to think that someone out there liked us.

“It's an old ship, so possibly they're from a human colony we don't know much about. It would have to be from close by, given how slow that ship is.”

“Three of the pods are still functioning, and that's a miracle.” MacGuire, the chief engineer, had grumbled at the necessity to come up to the Bubble from his office in the lower ring, but the excitement of the occasion seemed to have affected even him now. He tapped a monitor screen and both Lee and I peered over his shoulder to see three highlighted rectangles overlaid on thin blue lines showing the ship's layout, all put together from the probe's information. Figures continued to appear as more information from the robot's telemetry was processed.

“We can assume the pods have backup circuits, or they wouldn't still be alive now,” he said. “But whether the backups will keep working long enough to get them back here alive…”

“We'll have to hope their backups have backup. And that the pods have good radiation shields.” I thought of the gel and the lid of the coffin and the waiting dark. You would have to be very sure the opsys knew how to maintain and then reverse the cryogenic process before willingly being frozen in there.

“We could nudge it over to one of the docks,” Lee ventured.

Mac snorted wetly in my ear. “Not on your life! I'm not having that Christmas tree disrupting every sensitive comm facility on the station. And it'll contaminate the entire dock area.” He tapped me pointedly on the shoulder. “You do know some of the rad shields in the docking bays aren't working?”

Lee mouthed “Christmas tree?” to herself.

“I know.” I drew away from his thick, freckled finger.

He waved a hand in a circle to indicate the whole station. “We risk disrupting the main field, too. After all that trouble getting it online again.” Mac straightened with an air of finality. “Pop it out in close orbit for a couple of days. Then at least the really nasty stuff from the mine will have dissipated.”

“You can't leave them out there for days!” Lee's round face glowed with indignation. “Their cryosystems might fail. We could find corpses if we wait too long.”

“We won't leave them.” I wanted to look at the ship sooner than that. “You sent the probe's information to Medical?” I asked Mac.

“They're looking it over now.” Mac glowered. Our relationship of mutual professional trust and personal distaste had not changed since he arrived from Titan to take over my post of chief engineer three years ago.

We were going to have to send out a crewed ship to remove the survivors and maneuver the wreck into place. Most of our large-scale dock equipment had been damaged in Seouras attacks, otherwise it might have done the job for us. If we used the little tug-shuttle we'd have to be quick, because its shields weren't designed to cope with the kind of radiation it would encounter from the mine.

“We haven't got anything that will grapple the wreck properly. And you'll want a medic.” Mac read my mind easily—he'd been doing this work for about forty years longer than the rest of us, after all.

“Yes. To keep an eye on the cryosystems.”

Baudin was speaking into a monitor on the other side of the Bubble. He caught my eye, spoke again, and came over.

“Commander, the K'Cher trader Keveth is offering to assist in towing the wreck. In return for the usual consideration of second option on salvage rights.”

“Keveth?” Why should Keveth volunteer to risk its life for some unknown humans? Normally the K'Cher was particularly careful of its own safety. When the Seouras attacked Keveth had not even attempted to flee. Then again, Keveth was the black sheep of the remaining K'Cher traders on Jocasta and fraternized with lesser species, such as humans, even when not doing business, something the others never do. It was probably also desperate to get work, especially something that would give it an edge over the other K'Cher.

I noted Baudin's carefully neutral expression. One of the other EarthFleet staff was frowning in our direction and another was flipping open a section of her console with unnecessary strength. There was considerable resentment on their part that while EarthFleet pilots had sacrificed their lives to defend the station, aliens from the Four Worlds such as the K'Cher had kept themselves safe and were now enjoying the rewards of cowardice, however meager those rewards might be at the moment.

“Has the Rillian Queen got the equipment?” I asked Mac. Keveth's old ship hasn't even got a K'Cher name.

“Aye. If Keveth hasn't sold too many important bits.”

The Queen could grapple the wreck and place it in a safe orbit. We could then send a doctor and a couple of the engineering staff in a shuttle and the Queen could bring the survivors back in her cargo bay. The Seouras had never attacked anything so close to the station, not since that first day.

“All right.” No reason we shouldn't use what few resources we have. “Inform Keveth that we appreciate its help. But it'll have to apply for salvage using the proper protocols.”

Last time the Rillian Queen picked up some refugees, in pre-occupation days, not only had all the victims signed five-year contracts with its captain to work for a pittance, but we had had to buy pieces of wreckage for analysis from the conniving alien under some little-invoked rule of salvage.

“We won't be able to see what it's doing,” ventured Baudin, referring to Keveth. “Not with the radiation as well as the Seouras jamming. It doesn't let humans on the ship.”

I didn't trust Keveth either, but there was little choice. “The probe will show us a bit. We'll need someone to pilot the shuttle,” I added. That should make EarthFleet feel wanted.

“Aye, ma'am.” Baudin wasn't happy but he said no more.

It was almost comical how fast the rumors had spread. Keveth had known about the shipwreck less than an hour after we'd sent the probe.

Mac spoke to his people on another link, sorting out a strategy for removing the pods. I'd have dearly liked to go in the shuttle too, but Security would have a fit.

“Here's the breakdown.” Lee tapped a neighboring monitor then moved aside for me to sit before it. The probe's information was regimented into neat ranks of pale blue figures on deeper blue.

“Why should the mine blow?” she pondered over my shoulder. “This ship doesn't have a jump drive to set it off.”

A glance at the figures confirmed it. This was an ancient ship, nearly a century old. More to the point, how could it have travelled this far without a jump drive? Jocasta is way out on the back fence of Confederacy space, more than five jumps from the closest inhabited system. It takes from three days to three weeks of real-time travel to reach here and close to a week of our time for a high-priority message to reach Sector Central.

The wreck itself looked like one of the old runabouts used around the inner worlds of the Confederacy. Outdated enough to be used independently by the Nine Worlds because the ships don't have a jump drive, but still functional. I scrolled down the columns. This one had a lot of unusual modifications, but only normal spacedrive.

“I wonder where it started from,” said Baudin.

“I wonder how it got out here,” I echoed him unconsciously.

“Could something else have activated the mine?” asked Lee.

“We haven't picked up any other ship signals. Those mines are pretty unstable things. Might have activated by accident,” Mac replied from the engineering console. He didn't sound convinced.

“Never heard of that happening before.” I stood up, joints jabbing with pain. Now that the initial excitement was wearing off, tiredness had crept up on me again.

“I guess we'll just have to ask them.” Lee's face was calm but her voice danced on the words.

“Let's hope they survive that long.” I yawned. Much as I wanted to stay and watch the rescue operation, unless I took a nap I wouldn't be lucid enough to ask the survivors anything.

The illumination failed to come on as I entered my quarters. I tripped over something soft on the floor, cursed half-heartedly, and tapped on the lights manually. Sensor relay's malfunctioning again.

A pile of dirty clothes lay on the floor near the doorway where I'd put them to remind myself they needed recycling. I stepped over the now-scattered pile and past the table occupied by two interface monitors and a mess of disks, data crystals, plastic hardcopy, and dirty cups.
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