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      Waylis squatted low in the undergrowth of the Bres’s defunct aviary, hiding from the only friends she had. Aside from the distant voices of Setia, Carys and Miriam, the place was quiet—an eerie contrast to how it had once been. On her first visit to the aviary, the shock of colours and sounds of hundreds of birds had burst upon her like a tsunami. There had been nothing like it on her home planet. And though the humans had explained it was only because her world was very different from Earth, that hadn’t made the birds any less amazing.

      She’d come here many times on the voyage to the Polaris system to see and listen to them, imagining life on the humans’ world. No information, vids or even sim suites could truly convey the feeling of being in the home of her far-distant ancestors like the aviary did.

      Until the birds left.

      It made sense, of course. The Bres wasn’t set up to be the long-term habitation of hundreds of animals. Feeding them used up resources, and they’d been breeding. The aviary couldn’t have accommodated them much longer. So they’d gone to live on Polaris with Carys’s winged alien friend, Perseus. But it had been a sad day for everyone when the birds were caught and then transported in cages to the shuttles, to ferry them down to the surface.

      Now the trees, ferns, plants, lichens and mosses seemed lonely after losing their loud, bright, vigorous adornments. And everything was growing, fast.

      Waylis disconsolately wrapped her fingers around the wiry stems of a patch of groundcover spreading onto the path. She tugged firmly, but the plant resisted. Giving a sharper tug, she managed to dislodge some of it. Scattering soil from the roots, she tossed the vegetation into a tub. The receptacle was half full. She’d emptied it twice already into the larger container at the aviary entrance, yet she and her friends had barely made a dent in the overgrown vegetation.

      “Burnap’s balls, I’ve had it with the gardening,” Setia announced.

      Her voice was so loud and close, it startled Waylis. She hadn’t registered that Setia had moved in her direction.

      “Let’s do something else,” Setia continued.

      Miriam protested, “We’ve barely been here an hour, and there’s still so much to be done. This place is turning into a jungle.”

      “It is a jungle,” said Carys. “All the plants are twice as big as when I used to work here, and the trees badly need lopping or else soon they’ll reach the lights.”

      “Not a job for us, thankfully,” Setia said.

      “Not a job for anyone at the moment. Bujold really needs to appoint a gardener. I don’t know how to look after all this stuff. I was only here for the birds.”

      “Don’t complain to the captain,” Miriam said earnestly. “She might close the place down entirely. I love coming here. Or I used to before it became so hard to get around. Nowadays, it’s quite challenging.”

      Their voices were becoming quieter as they walked away.

      “Yep,” said Setia. There was a ripping sound and a crash of vegetation. “Challenging’s a great way to describe it. I’ve had enough for today. How about we get a drink? What do you say?”

      “A drink?” Miriam sounded scandalised. “It isn’t even lunchtime.”

      “We could call it an aperitif.”

      “We’re drinking far too much lately.”

      Miriam was being diplomatic, as always. In truth, it was Setia alone who was drinking far too much. Waylis, too, had noticed she seemed to take every opportunity to consume alcohol.

      At first, it had been interesting to see the effect the substance had on human beings. They became more relaxed, sociable and happier—though if they became very drunk sometimes it made them sad and/or aggressive. The phenomenon was all the more interesting because it was something she personally could never experience. Her body metabolised alcohol instantly. But over time she’d grown bored of observing something she couldn’t take part in. The humans had fun while all she could do was watch.

      “If we’re going to leave,” Miriam said faintly, “we should find Waylis.”

      “Waylis!” Carys exclaimed. “I forgot she was here. Where has she gone?”

      “I haven’t seen her for half an hour at least,” said Setia.

      “Damn,” said Carys. “What’s she been doing all this time? Do you think she got bored and left without telling us?”

      “I wouldn’t blame her.”

      “Maybe some scientists kidnapped her. Who knows the lengths they might go to for a blood sample?”

      Waylis didn’t catch the next thing Carys said. She was too far away. Waylis cautiously rose to her feet. She wasn’t sure why she’d been avoiding her friends. Something about being with other people—even the humans she was closest to—made her feel melancholy these days. Not that being alone was any better.

      Should she catch up to them before they left? She wasn’t sure she wanted to spend more time sitting in a bar, listening to them talk about things she didn’t understand or places she’d never visited and never would. Maybe she should stay here and carry on attempting to tame the rampant vegetation.

      “Waylis!” Miriam’s voice floated over from somewhere near the exit.

      Waylis squatted down once more and stoically pulled up a plant by its roots.

      “Waylis?” Setia was louder, though she was probably as far away as Miriam. She was just generally louder overall.

      Still, Waylis continued to pull up the tufts of wiry stems.

      A rumble of unintelligible conversation drifted from the direction of the door. The three women were probably deciding what to do—whether to continue calling or leave without her. Maybe they might try to comm her, but her comm button was in her cabin. She’d never grown used to the feeling of the thing in her ear, and the sudden calls from disembodied voices had spooked her once too often.

      As she grabbed another handful of foliage, something moved.

      It had been on the very edge of her vision. She peered at the place she thought she’d seen it, but all was still in the shadowy undergrowth.

      Perhaps it was some of the alien jelly that, despite the best efforts of the captain and crew, continued to roam the ship. She’d never personally seen any, but she’d heard reports of it being sighted just about everywhere, slipping into an air duct on the bridge, floating in the run-off from a shower, clinging to the overhead in a gym.

      The jelly was transparent, which might explain why she couldn’t see it now if it had stopped moving. Should she tell someone? She couldn’t hear her friends anymore. They must have given up on finding her and gone to a bar.

      The captain had ordered that all sightings of the jelly were to be reported immediately, but she didn’t have her comm. Bujold had also ordered that no one was to approach the jelly, but Waylis wasn’t even sure that was what she’d seen—assuming she’d seen anything.

      Remaining on her haunches, she slowly and carefully edged closer to the spot.

      There it was again.

      Something deep in the shadows had definitely moved.

      She had heard more than seen the movement. It was a soft, rustling sound. Was it the noise the jelly made? She didn’t know. No one had mentioned it making a noise. But it certainly didn’t seem like it might be that.

      Whatever it was, it had to be small. The light level beneath the overhanging fronds was good enough to see something large.

      She moved from a squat to a kneeling position and leaned forwards, angling her head for a better view of the dark area. For several seconds, she remained still, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the poor light. It was a technique she’d learned while growing up. Many places that children ventured into back home weren’t lit by artificial light—natural tunnels and old, abandoned habitations. When you first went into them they’d seem too dark to explore. But if you waited a while, forms took shape in the darkness.

      She could see something.

      It was smaller than her hand.

      A rounded back, faint lines crossing it, a bright eye.

      Her breath caught in her throat.

      She lifted a hand and slowly, slowly, keeping the rest of her body utterly motionless, she reached out.

      Her target remained so still, she began to wonder if it was only her imagination playing tricks. The nook was very dark. Perhaps her mind was projecting the image into it, putting a picture to the sound she’d thought she’d heard.

      Her hand inched closer.

      The bright eye blinked.

      Her fingertips were centimetres away.

      The creature burst from its cover.

      But it had no room to escape Waylis’s waiting hand. She snapped her palm around it, enclosing it in her fingers.

      The small bird’s wings twitched and its legs scrabbled, but she held it firmly yet gently.

      She didn’t know what kind of bird it was. There were many, many species, and she’d never bothered to learn about them, thinking she would never see another again except for Carys’s pet. Compared to most of the ones she remembered, this one was small and drab. Its feathers were shades of brown and black. It was no wonder it had been missed in the mass capture.

      Waylis slowly rose to her feet.

      What should she do with the bird? It looked healthy. It had survived months in the aviary, finding food and water among the overgrown vegetation. It could probably live out its life here. But it would be alone, and there was the small but real danger it might be crushed by someone trying to control the rampant plants.

      She looked at the bird and then up at the towering trees, undecided.
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      “What do you mean, you let it go?” Carys put her hands on her hips and frowned, peering into the shadows beneath the leafy undergrowth.

      “I opened my hand and it flew away,” Waylis replied. “I think it went that way.” She indicated a far off corner of the aviary.

      She’d caught up with her friends in the passageway after a few moments of wrestling with her snap decision to release the bird. Then they’d all returned to the facility.

      “Nooo...” Carys said with forced patience. “I meant, why did you let it go? How the hell are we going to find it now?”

      “I wasn’t sure what I should do.”

      “You could have comm’d me!”

      “I couldn’t. I don’t have mine with me.”

      “Well—”

      “You of all people can hardly blame her for that,” Setia interrupted.

      “If you wouldn’t mind not butting in?” Carys took a breath, and then slowly exhaled. “There’s only one thing to do. We’ll just have to look for it.”

      “Scour this entire aviary for one little bird?” Setia sounded incredulous. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      “What choice do we have? We can’t leave it here all alone.”

      “It might not be alone,” Miriam tentatively ventured. “If one bird escaped capture, it’s possible that more than one did. Maybe it has friends. A little group of them could be living here.”

      “It’s a sweet idea,” Carys said, “but not likely. The team was very thorough. I still can’t figure out how this one was missed.” She turned to Waylis. “What did it look like? I’m guessing it has to be pretty small.”

      Waylis described the bird’s brown and black markings.

      “Sounds like a sparrow.” Carys squinted up at the treetops and then dropped her gaze to the aviary floor. “They’re social. We have to find it.”

      “C’mon,” Setia whined. “It’s just a bird.”

      Carys’s expression darkened. “Don’t ever say that to me again.”

      Undeterred, Setia continued, “What does it matter if one little bird is still living in the aviary? It’s survived this long. It’ll be fine.”

      “Maybe it’s a female,” Miriam said brightly, “and it laid eggs, and now it’s raising chicks.”

      “Not likely after all this time,” Carys said, “even if it mated just before the male was trapped. But if you’re right, it’s all the more reason to catch it. If it can’t find the right food or something happens to it, the chicks will die.”

      Waylis was beginning to regret telling her friends about the bird. If she’d kept quiet they would be none the wiser. Her discovery of the animal had been a fluke. The chances were it would never have been seen again, and she had a feeling it would be happier living undisturbed even if alone. Better to be lonely than to be caught and forced into contact with huge, scary creatures.

      “If you’re determined to do this,” said Setia, “and when I say you that’s what I mean, what about setting a trap? Isn’t that how they got most of the birds?”

      “One trap in this massive place?”

      “Lots of traps, then. I really don’t care. It’s nearly lunchtime and I’m hungry. I’ve had enough of this place for today.”

      “Maybe we can talk about it over lunch?” Miriam suggested.

      “I don’t suppose the sparrow will be going anywhere.” Carys sadly surveyed the aviary once more. “But I don’t see what there is to talk about.”

      “You’re right,” said Setia. “That bird isn’t going anywhere. And I want to see what the chef’s special is this week.”
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      They were early for lunch, but there was already a queue winding down the passageway. They joined the end of it.

      “Bujold needs to open another refectory,” Setia grumbled. “She closed at least one too many.”

      “Not enough staff,” Carys said. “We only have a handful of human caterers and too many bots went kaput.”

      “It is frustrating to wait,” Miriam agreed, “considering we rattle around everywhere else on the ship. Remember when the Bres was full of passengers? All the hustle and bustle? Sometimes, when I’m in a completely empty gym or another communal place, like the aviary, I find it hard to believe those days were real.”

      “I like it,” Setia said. “I’m glad we dumped all the entitled arseholes on Prime.”

      “I wonder how they’re getting along.”

      “Probably evolved gills and fins by now.”

      Miriam gaped. “Has that much time really passed there since we left?”

      “I was kidding. Whenever I think of Talman Prime I think of rain. Uhh, I don’t know how much faster time passes on the planets we’ve visited as we travel away from them. Do you, Carys?”

      “I don’t know exactly. Red Zone travelling isn’t the same as travelling through spacetime, so the Relativity laws don’t apply. You could ask a comms officer. I think we’re still in touch with Prime.”

      Waylis gasped. “We are?! Why didn’t anyone tell me?”

      Her friends seemed lost for an answer.

      “I’m sorry,” Miriam eventually replied. “I didn’t know either. I assumed once we left a planet that was it.”

      Carys said, “That would be some Galactic Federation if the members couldn’t talk to each other.”

      “Didn’t Bujold ask you if you wanted to comm home?” Setia asked.

      “No one told me it was possible.”

      An awkward pause played out.

      “There’s no precedent for having an alien on board,” said Carys. “I imagine⁠—”

      “Is that how you think of me?!” Waylis exclaimed. “I’m an alien?”

      “That isn’t what I meant. I just meant it’s the first time we picked someone up⁠—”

      “Picked an alien up.”

      “Look, if you’re going to be stupid about it…”

      Miriam gently touched Waylis’s arm. “I don’t think of you as an alien, and neither do the rest of us, right?” She looked at her friends for confirmation.

      “You’re as human as anyone else in this damned queue,” Setia confirmed.

      “More human than some of them,” Carys joked.

      Waylis wasn’t convinced, but she didn’t bother arguing about it. None of her ‘friends’ would admit to thinking of her as different from everyone else on the ship. But they did. And, to be fair, she was. She wasn’t the same as the humans and she never would be.

      The queue moved forwards. Up ahead, the refectory had opened. Waylis shuffled along in step with her companions. Mentally, she was far distant. She was back home, surrounded by her family and friends, warm and dry inside a hill while the relentless rain drenched the landscape.

      Should she ask Captain Bujold if she could comm her family?

      Did she want to?

      As she understood it, a long time would have passed there, even though travelling through the Red Zone complicated things.

      Was anyone she’d known in her previous life still alive?

      When she’d made the decision to join the Fleet, she’d accepted she would be saying goodbye to her home world and everyone in her circle forever. She’d never imagined she could have talked to them again. Now, perhaps, the opportunity was lost.

      If Bujold had thought to tell her, would she have taken her up on the offer? How would it have felt to speak to someone one day, and then for ten years to pass from their perspective before she spoke to them the next day?

      “There’s Matty!”

      Miriam’s excited announcement broke Waylis from her reverie.

      “I’ll sit with him,” Miriam went on.

      “Sure,” said Setia. “We’ll join you.”

      Miriam looked uncomfortable.

      Carys chuckled. “Don’t worry, Love’s Young Dream. The third, fourth and fifth wheel will leave you two alone.”

      Miriam flushed and smiled.

      Waylis mechanically chose her meal and put it on her tray.

      Setia and Carys were already weaving through the crowd towards one of the distant, empty tables. She followed, but only because not joining them would encourage attention and questions. She would have preferred to be alone with her thoughts.

      To her relief, Carys and Setia didn’t include her in the conversation that ensued as they were eating. They bickered over what to do about the sparrow.

      Waylis was glad they didn’t involve her. It was a stupid argument. If Carys wanted to catch the bird she didn’t need Setia’s permission. If Setia didn’t want to help she didn’t have to. Waylis had a suspicion the two women liked arguing. They certainly did it a lot.

      “Waylis?”

      It was a third, unfamiliar voice.

      She looked up.

      One of the Bres’s scientists was standing over her. His name was Mooby, or something.

      “Yes?” She didn’t bother trying to keep the annoyed tone out of her reply.

      “I was wondering if you might help my team with something. In an official capacity, I mean.”

      She leaned back. “I’ve already said no, a thousand times. I will not give you my blood. I will not be examined. I will not answer your quest⁠—”

      “No, no,” the man blurted. “You misunderstand me. You’ve made your feelings about any scientific investigation into your species very clear. And we accept your decision. We really do.”

      “Do you?” In Waylis’s experience, the scientists’ persistence in pushing their agenda had bordered on harassment.

      “Absolutely. I’d like to talk to you about something else. If I might sit down?”

      Carys moved over to the adjoining empty seat so the scientist could sit opposite Waylis.

      He spread his hands on the tabletop. “This has nothing to do with researching Primians, though if you ever change your mind…”

      Waylis glared at him.

      He grinned sheepishly. “Moving swiftly on… You must know of the concerns regarding the presence of Xenogel on the ship.”

      “You mean Lime Slime?” asked Setia. “I thought I saw some the other day. But it was on the menu as a dessert, so maybe not.”

      “I’ve definitely seen some,” said Carys. “There was a little bit on the floor of the aviary office.”

      “What was it doing?”

      “Chilling, as far as I could tell. When I came back the next day, it was gone.”

      “Did you tell someone?”

      Carys shrugged. “What’s the point? It’s all over the place. And it was only a tiny piece. I don’t know. I’m kind of growing to like those blobs. They seem friendly.”

      “You’re insane.”

      The scientist cleared his throat. “As I said, this is regarding Xenogel. Which, by the way, Carys, you should definitely report if you see it. Waylis, it occurred to the team that you might be able to help us understand the creature, or creatures.”

      “Really? How?” Waylis asked suspiciously.

      “Well…” He hesitated. “Isn’t it obvious?”

      “Not to me, or I wouldn’t be asking you, would I?”

      “We were thinking, with your special capability, you might be able to… to communicate with it, so to speak.”

      “But it can’t talk. And if it could, surely one of you could communicate with it.”

      “Umm… Perhaps ‘communicate’ isn’t the right word. What I mean to say is⁠—”

      “He wants you to change into Lime Slime,” said Setia. “That’s right, isn’t it, Moody?”

      “Exactly. You see, if you were to become Xenogel, you might be able to find out what it’s doing here and what it intends—assuming it is intelligent and deliberate in its actions. The few investigations we’ve managed into the substance indicates that is the case, but we’re far from sure. Of course, as we know so little about your ability, we weren’t sure if you could help us. Xenogel as a species is obviously very different in every way from both your species and ours. So perhaps it isn’t possible?”

      Waylis debated just telling him she couldn’t do it. She was almost certain she couldn’t. As far as she knew, no one in her planet’s history had ever succeeded in copying anything other than another of their own kind. But she was damned if she would give out even that information about herself to the scientists. She needed to make them leave her out of their speculations entirely.

      “Whether it would be possible or not, I’m not going to help you.”
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      In the quiet solitude of her cabin, Waylis could relax at last. She had to give the scientist his credit. After her refusal of his proposal, he hadn’t tried to persuade her to change her mind. He’d chatted politely with Setia and Carys for a short while before leaving. Neither Setia nor Carys had mentioned the bird in the aviary to him, Waylis had noticed with satisfaction. They didn’t want any interference from the science team either. She wasn’t crazy to not want other people poking their noses into her business.

      She made herself a drink and sat on her bunk before activating its interface. The screen slid out of the aperture in the overhead. She’d been reading a lot of Earth poetry lately. It was hard to understand, but the challenge distracted her from her problems. She wasn’t able to turn to alcohol for a short holiday from her feelings like most of the crew. And she definitely didn’t want to try any of the harder substances rumoured to be on offer in shady corners of the ship. Though her species was closely related to homo sapiens, her metabolism was different. Who knew what those strange concoctions might do to her?

      Her door chime sounded.

      She put down her cup. “Door, open.”

      It was Miriam. “Are you busy?”

      “No, come in.” She always had time for Miriam, who was the sweetest-natured person she’d ever met, Primian or human. “Can I get you a drink?”

      “If it’s not too much trouble, I’ll have some tea.”

      Waylis made it and asked, “How’s Sheldrake?”

      “Oh, he’s fine.”

      “Has he finally stopped the gesturing and body movements?”

      Miriam giggled. “It’s taken him a while to get out of the habits he picked up on Markop, hasn’t it? He’s been seeing Dr Jacobs. He didn’t think he needed to, but the captain insisted. According to Jacobs⁠—”

      “I’m sorry, who’s that?”

      “The ship’s psychiatrist. You must have seen him around.” Miriam grimaced and said in a confiding tone, “He has terrible personal hygiene.”

      “I think I know who you mean.”

      “The captain thought it would help Matty to talk through his experiences. He went through a massive psychological shift while on Markop. Being treated like a god by everyone around you isn’t exactly an everyday occurrence.”

      “Thank the stars.” Waylis handed Miriam her tea.

      “According to Jacobs, Matty scores highly in empathy. The doctor said he’s the kind of person who picks up new languages and assimilates into unfamiliar cultures fast.”

      “Really?” Lucky Sheldrake.

      “It isn’t as surprising as you might think. Matty puts on a tough exterior, but underneath he’s kind, gentle and sensitive.”

      “You two make a great couple.”

      Miriam blushed. “Thanks, but I didn’t come here to talk about us. Waylis, I’m just going to come right out and say it. I’m worried about you. You try hard not to show it, but I can tell that deep down you’re very unhappy.”

      Waylis didn’t answer.

      “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to, but I wanted to let you know, if you ever want a sympathetic ear, I’m here.”

      Sighing, Waylis sat on her bunk. “I appreciate the offer, but talking about it won’t help. I made a mistake and there’s no going back from it. What do you say? I screwed up, big time.”

      “You’re talking about your decision to leave Talman Prime? I thought that must be what’s bothering you, especially after what you said to Tascoble, Matty’s friend from Markop. You told her that staying on the Bres would be a bad idea.”

      “I didn’t want someone else to fall into the same trap as me, seduced by the dream of setting out on an epic, galactic voyage aboard an amazing technological miracle. The truth is, once you’re used to all the gadgets and devices, they don’t seem so amazing anymore. Humans were fascinating at first, too. But now, to me you’re just people, not so different from Primians. And people are people wherever you go.”

      She rubbed her eyes with the heels of her hands before continuing, “I’ve given up so much. My home, my family and friends. But I’ve given up even more than that, more than I ever imagined, more than I even knew I had. I’ve given up my roots. My sense of belonging. I don’t belong here with all of you aboard this starship.”

      Miriam moved to her side and put an arm over her shoulders. “You know we all love you, right? Me, Setia and Carys. We’re your friends, and we can help you.”

      “I know.” But it isn’t enough.

      She hadn’t told Miriam half of it. She hadn’t told her about the stares she attracted in the passageways, or the repeated requests from the science team for medical samples to analyse—which had only stopped after she made a formal complaint—or the dreadful loneliness that hit whenever someone made a cultural reference she didn’t understand.

      “I appreciate it,” she added. “I’m sure I’ll feel better in time.”

      I’ll never feel better.

      The door chime sounded again.

      Miriam straightened up. “Are you expecting someone?”

      Waylis shook her head and gave the voice command.

      Captain Bujold was framed by the opening.

      “Captain!” Miriam leapt to her feet as if jolted by an electric shock.

      “Waylis,” said Bujold. “I’d hoped to find you alone.”

      “I was just leaving,” Miriam blurted. She gave Waylis a quick hug and whispered in her ear “I wonder what this is about” before hurrying out.

      “I apologise for approaching you in your cabin,” said the captain. “May I sit down?”

      “Can I stop you?”

      Reacting to the antagonistic response with a raised eyebrow, Bujold took a seat. “I didn’t feel it was appropriate to summon you to my office in the circumstances.”

      “What circumstances are those?”

      “I think you know what I mean. I’ll get straight to the point. I believe Professor Moody approached you in the refectory a little while ago with a particular request, and you refused. May I ask why?”

      “You can ask.”

      “I will, and I would appreciate a direct answer. Are you unable to take the form of the Xenogel?”

      Waylis was silent.

      “A simple yes or no would do.”

      “I don’t see why you’re asking me. You must have a million ways of getting rid of that stuff if that’s what you want to do. It seems pretty harmless. Unless it’s doing something nefarious and you haven’t told us?”

      “The problem isn’t what the Xenogel is doing but what it might do. It’s an alien entity with unknown capabilities. Its presence on the ship would be risky if we had it under control, which we do not. As things stand, it has a free run of the place. Who knows where it might turn up next? If it gets into the engines it could be a disaster. It’s vital that we get rid of it or, at the very least, understand its purpose, assuming it has one.”

      “An alien entity with unknown capabilities that isn’t under your control? That has a free run of the place? Everything you’ve said applies to me. You don’t know what I can do or why I’m here. Are you going to get rid of me too?”

      Bujold’s expression hardened. “I wasn’t planning to, no.”

      A tic started up under one of her eyes. “However, I am painfully aware of all the allowances I’ve made for you. I agreed to allow you to join the ship. I did not have to do so. You’ve been given a cabin, food, and access to all the ship’s resources. Yet you contribute nothing in return. You have no meaningful role. You don’t give anything back, not even the smallest scientific insight into your species. When we ask for your help in a crisis, you refuse. As I said, I am not planning to ‘get rid of you’ as you put it. If you were in my position, providing shelter and sustenance to a useless ingrate, what would you do?”

      Waylis clenched her jaw.

      Bujold took a breath and slowly exhaled. “I came here with the intention of discovering whether you are able to help us. If you were, I would have tried to persuade you to do it. I didn’t intend to speak so harshly, though I don’t regret what I’ve said. It’s all true, from my perspective. I ask you again, are you capable of assuming the form of the Xenogel and perhaps communicating with it? And if you are, will you?”

      Waylis’s shoulders slumped. “I can’t do it. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t.”

      “I see. A straight answer at last. Hallelujah. I won’t take up any more of your time.” Bujold rose to her feet. “If you can’t help us, then we must move on to Plan B.”
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      The work to load the Bres’s food supplies onto the shuttles had taken hours, and yet they were not even nearly done. Waylis regarded the half-empty storage room. The remaining boxes were stacked in the rear of the room, grimy with dust. Trolley wheel tracks criss-crossed the dirty deck.

      “Don’t you keep these storage rooms clean?” she asked Setia, who was lining the trolley up to collect more boxes.

      “Obviously not.”

      “Why? Wouldn’t it make sense? I can’t believe I’ve been eating this stuff for months. It turns my stomach.”

      Setia reached for a box. “You’re confusing me with someone who does this for a living. How the hell would I know why they don’t clean it?”

      “Maybe it used to be the job of sanobots.”

      “Yeah, probably. Are you going to stand there or are you going to give me a hand?”

      Waylis helped to lift a bulky box onto the trolley. It was heavy. The label stated it was full of rice.

      “Does it matter if the containers are dirty on the outside?” asked Setia. “You should have seen the stuff I used to eat in Spiral City when I was a kid. Now that really would turn your stomach. Literally. I would say it didn’t do me any harm in the long run, but my memory of weeks of the shits is too strong.”

      Setia didn’t often allude to her childhood. When she did, she always recounted something awful. Waylis was curious to hear more and about Setia’s life before she joined the Fleet. But she’d made her reluctance to talk about those things plain. Carys’s attitude was the same—worse, even.

      Waylis didn’t bother trying to draw more details from Setia. “We would never keep food in these conditions back home.”

      Setia reached for another box. “I bet a lot of things are different on Prime. Storing supplies on a starship is different from how it is on Earth, too. There, we have to protect them from pests like weevils, cockroaches, mice and rats. We don’t have anything like that on the Bres or the other ships, thank the stars.”

      “Just Lime Slime.”

      Setia nodded. “Just Lime Slime.”

      “And who knows if it’s a pest?”

      “Better safe than sorry.”

      They—along with the rest of the ship’s personnel—had to help transfer all the Bres’s food to her sister ships as part of the preparations for an attempt to destroy their unwanted guest. Exactly what that attempt would entail wasn’t common knowledge. Rumours ran the gamut from irradiation through fumigation to programming the remaining working bots to seek out and destroy anything and everything organic.

      Given the sad state of the automated crew, Waylis thought the last option the least likely. Also, as far as she understood, irradiating food didn’t harm it or make it unsafe for consumption, so there was no need to remove the supplies. So she guessed the Bres would be flooded with some type of poison.

      Would the substance be poisonous to Xenogel?

      Who knew?

      Maybe the scientists thought they’d come up with something.

      Setia asked, “Have you been told which ship you’ve been assigned to yet?”

      “Yes, this morning. The Balor. You?”

      “The same. And Miriam and Carys. Not Sheldrake, though. He said at breakfast that he knows why he has to go to the Banba, but he wouldn’t spill the beans.”

      “I don’t suppose it really matters. We won’t be away long.”

      “I wouldn’t be so confident about that if I were you. Something might go wrong. The Bres could become uninhabitable. We could be stuck on our host ships for the rest of the voyage.”

      “If I am, I won’t care. The three vessels are all pretty much the same from what I’ve heard, and the Balor and Banba’s colonists disembarked along with the Bres’s, so they’re just as roomy. Have you ever been on one of the other ships?”

      “Nope. I’m kinda interested to find out what living on the Balor is like. I wouldn’t be surprised if it isn’t the same as living here. Different people, different culture.”

      “Maybe, but at the end of the day…” Waylis heaved a sigh “… to me, you’re all similar. You’re all human.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing. Do you want to come along with me to the bay this time?”

      Setia was so strong she could handle the heavy trolley by herself. Everyone else had to push in teams of two.

      “I’ll wait here.”

      “Fine. Back soon.”

      Waylis leaned on the door frame, watching Setia’s retreating figure. It would take twenty minutes or so for her to make the journey, unload the trolley, and return. Waylis decided to pass the time reading the labels on the boxes. Despite spending several months on the ship, she still encountered new-to-her foods. From the begrimed state of the boxes, it was clear they must have been part of the original stock brought up from Earth.

      She’d heard no reports of replenishing supplies on any of the planets they’d visited so far. Presumably, there was still plenty of food. One of the Bres’s zones had been re-purposed to grow crops, but it was generally accepted that it wouldn’t produce enough to sustain the crew. What would they do when supplies ran low?

      “Hey, can you help me with something?”

      Carys had arrived.

      “I have to wait for Setia,” Waylis explained. “We’re⁠—”

      “I know what you’re doing. This is more important.”

      “But if I leave, Setia will wonder⁠—”

      “She’ll figure something out. Come with me. I need you. Come on!”

      Waylis reluctantly trotted after Carys. She didn’t have her comm and so had no way of explaining her absence. “Are you going to tell me where we’re going?”

      “The aviary, of course.”

      Of course. If Carys was going anywhere in a hurry, it had to be to the aviary. Waylis had almost forgotten about the bird. “You want me to help you catch⁠—”

      Carys abruptly halted and then swung around, eyes flooded with tears, hands clenched. “That bitch is going to kill it.” She rushed off again, breaking into a jog.

      Waylis followed. “By ‘bitch’ I assume you mean Captain Bujold?”

      “Who else would murder an innocent creature for no reason?”

      Trying to rid the ship of an anonymous, unpredictable, potentially hostile entity didn’t seem to be no reason, but rationality was too high an expectation when it came to Carys’s attachment to her birds. It was pure emotion and didn’t pass through any cognitive process.

      Waylis asked, “You think whatever Bujold is doing to try to destroy Xenogel will kill the sparrow?”

      “If we have to leave the ship, that means whatever it is, it’s dangerous for living organisms. Sparrows are much, much smaller than people. It’s bound to die. It wouldn’t surprise me if all the plants and trees in the aviary died too. We can’t transport them to the other ships.”

      “That would be a shame.”

      “It’d be more than a shame. It’d be a bloody disaster. Imagine inflicting devastation on all living things on the Bres except for us, just in order to take out the Lime Slime. It’s been peacefully co-existing with us for months. It hasn’t done anyone any harm. This whole fiasco is completely unnecessary.”

      “Have you tried talking to the captain? Maybe if she knew about the⁠—”

      “She knows. I told her. She doesn’t care. Tried to fob me off with some spiel about a small creature’s life being unimportant compared to… Ugh. The typical bullshit she spouts when she’s about to do something bloody disgusting.”

      Waylis knew better than trying to state an opposing viewpoint or try to calm Carys down while she was in this state.

      “I need you to tell me exactly where you saw the sparrow,” Carys went on. “We’ll approach the spot slowly. You never know, we might be lucky. It might spend most of its time there or in the immediate area.”

      Considering the animal was a bird, it seemed obvious that it would spend most of its time in trees, and Carys would know this. Again, Waylis kept her opinion to herself. “I think I can remember the place.”
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      At the aviary entrance, Carys rocked backwards, bringing Waylis up short.

      “Wh-what are you guys doing?” Carys spluttered.

      The aviary was occupied.

      Men and women in crew uniforms were working amongst the vegetation, snipping stems, cutting off seed heads, and slicing leaves. At their feet were plastic containers for storing the plant parts.

      The nearest man turned to them, replying, “We’re taking samples for growing on. Captain’s orders.”

      “You’re…?” Carys glared at Waylis. “You see? I was right. She expects everything in here to die. She knows exactly what she’s doing.”

      The man asked, “You’re the person who used to look after the birds, aren’t you?”

      “That’s right.” Carys stepped out onto the walkway, tugging Waylis’s arm and dragging her along. “Can you remember where you saw it, Waylis?”

      “What are you doing?” The man stepped towards them. “You can’t walk around in here right now. You’ll get in the way.”

      Ignoring him, Carys repeated her question.

      “Umm…” Waylis frowned. “Over there, I think, in the ferns under that tree with the shiny bark.”

      With an edge to his tone, the man said, “You can come back later, when we’ve finished.”

      “Later will be too late. Waylis, you start looking for it while I get a box from my office. Try not to move too quickly or you’ll startle it. If it gets up in the trees, I don’t know how we’ll ever get it down.” Carys stomped down the walkway in the direction of her office, giving the man a dirty look as she passed him.

      “What’s she talking about?” he asked.

      “There’s a bird somewhere around the place,” Waylis replied. “It must have been missed when the rest were trapped and removed.”

      “Ohhh…” He put his secateurs down on a railing post. “Why on Earth didn’t she say so?” He spoke into a comm button, routing an announcement through the speakers. “Listen, everyone. We have a slight change of plan. Apparently, when the aviary birds were caught and transported to Polaris, one was left behind. It’s still here somewhere. So forget what you’re doing for the moment and look for it. You’re about to hear a description.” He unclipped the button from his lapel and handed it to Waylis.

      Carys returned, her chin trembling. “You’ll help us look?”

      “We will, and we’ll find it, I promise. If it takes us a while I’ll tell the captain there were more samples to collect than I predicted. You know,” he added, leaning close, “sometimes, a little politeness can go a long way.”
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      The most obvious place to check first was the patch of undergrowth where Waylis had seen the bird a few days earlier. Carys held her net at waist height and told the three horticulturalists who also had nets to do the same. The rest of the group were already searching other sections of the aviary.

      “If it’s here,” Carys said, “as soon as it realises we’ve spotted it, it’ll fly into open space, not up into the tree.” Her brow wrinkled. “Or, at least, I don’t think so. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. We can’t climb the tree so this is the best we can do. Please,” she begged, “be gentle. This species is small and very fragile.”
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