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      Matty was chilling in his cabin when the call came to collect a sample of potentially sentient slime. He grimaced. The slime was on the Bres’s hull and the ship was in the Red Zone, a region of not-spacetime where starships could drastically reduce the duration of interstellar journeys. It was an eerie, otherworldly place, a place that—it was rumoured—once witnessed, few chose to see again.

      So when external security scanners picked up the sudden, inexplicable appearance of an unidentifiable substance, Captain Bujold had trouble finding volunteers to spacewalk and take samples for examination and analysis.

      The slime seemed harmless. It wasn’t having any effect on the hull, as far as it was possible to tell. Yet the scientists wanted to tread cautiously, speculating that it could be there for a reason. It might have deliberately attached itself to the Bres. For all anyone knew, it might be intelligent.

      Bujold might have waited until the Bres re-entered normal space before having samples taken, but, Matty guessed, she probably had enough on her plate organising the latest mission. There was also a danger that taking their uninvited guest with them when they dropped out of the Red Zone might be harmful to the area at the ship’s destination, the new planet, or the ship itself.

      So someone had to go hull-walking, or, rather, more than one person. The substance was in more than one spot and the Bres was huge.

      In the end, out of the complement of over 200 personnel, only six had answered the captain’s call for volunteers.

      Matty was one of them. As he travelled the passageways leading to his allocated airlock, he wondered if this might be his last journey through the ship.

      It’s gloop. Dumb gloop. Since when did gloop hurt anyone?

      But it was dumb, mobile gloop. Ever since it was first sighted, it had been ever so slowly moving. Millimetre by millimetre it had crept over the hull, and it seemed to be sliding closer to airlocks and scanners. Some reckoned the only way the stuff could have given a clearer signal that it wanted to make contact would have been if it had formed into a hand and waved.

      Matty shook his head. Get the job done. Just get the job done.

      Volunteering for the unsavoury task was part of a wider plan. He was already a step up from his previous status when, following his dishonourable discharge, he’d skulked around the ship for months. He’d basically been a stowaway, fearing discovery, which would lead to forced disembarkation on some godforsaken planet.

      Now, following a good word in the captain’s ear from Carys Ellis, he didn’t have to worry about being put off the ship. But he still didn’t have a role. He couldn’t re-enlist. That option was off the table for good. So he had to do something else. He needed to do something. His months of inactivity had been tortuous. He’d felt useless, like there was no point to his existence.

      What new position he could take, he had no idea. If he got a sample of this weird slime for the captain, it might lead to an opening of some kind. He was willing to entertain any possibility, no matter how risky. In fact, the riskier the better.

      “Sheldrake,” said a voice. “So you’re the other moron Bujold roped into this.”

      Waiting at the airlock was Barnack, a former military buddy.

      Matty bumped fists with him. “Something to do, right?”

      “Right. These long voyages make you stir crazy too?”

      “And then some.” Matty touched a panel and the EVA suit storage unit slid open. He took out a pack and handed it to Barnack before taking out one for himself.

      Barnack’s banter was standard, not an indication that the man was a friend. Reactions to Matty’s discharge among the men and women he’d worked with had been mixed. Some had made it clear they despised him. Others had shown a little sympathy. Most treated him as Barnack did—with surface friendliness while at the same time never comming him or making any effort to meet up.

      Matty slipped the pack’s straps over his shoulders and activated it. Intelligent liquid flowed out, oozing like warm oil down his back and around his torso. He lifted his feet to allow it to flow beneath them. The liquid crept up his neck and swamped his head, forming a helmet. As the material solidified to a tough, flexible coating, a HUD blinked to life before his eyes. The display listed his suit’s readings within normal parameters.

      “Never gonna get used to these,” Barnack commented, flexing his arms. “You picking me up, Sheldrake?”

      “Copy.”

      “Great. All my systems are A-OK. Ready?”

      “As I’ll ever be.”

      The sampling equipment was waiting for them in the airlock. Matty picked up the box and popped the seal.

      Barnack peeked in. “A trowel? A freaking trowel?!”

      Matty was instantly thrown back to days he’d spent on Poppop’s farm ‘helping’ to pull weeds. Poppop had even got him his own trowel for his birthday, a child-sized one with his name printed on the handle. It was the last present he’d received from the old man. He’d died a few years before Greg, spared the grief of losing his grandson. “It’s fine. What else did you expect?”

      “We should be using flame-throwers on that shit. Eliminate any threat real fast.”

      “Flame-throwers? In space? Besides, that isn’t Captain Bujold’s style and you know it.”

      “Huh. Ain’t that the truth.”

      The idea was they would scrape off some of the mysterious substance and deposit it along with the sampling implement—otherwise known as a trowel—in the box, re-sealing it before returning to the airlock. The task seemed simple, but any number of things could go wrong. They wouldn’t be the first to spacewalk in the Red Zone, but that didn’t mean they might not be the first casualties. They might get separated from the ship, thrown far from rescue by some unanticipated quirk of the new form of space travel. Matty couldn’t think of many fates worse than slowly suffocating in the creepy red netherworld, not only far from family and home, but also far from normality.

      Barnack had closed the inner airlock door. “Attaching tether.”

      Matty did the same. “Tether attached.”

      “Opening outer hatch.” Barnack was facing the exterior, his back to Matty. As the portal to the hull opened he became a silhouette, framed by the exit. Surrounded by a wine-red glow interspersed with streaks of light, he seemed frozen.

      “Barnack, you okay? Barnack?”

      A beat later his reply exploded over Matty’s comm. “Sure! I’m good. How’re you doing?”

      A pause.

      “That’s certainly something.”

      Matty couldn’t see much of the outside yet, but he knew what Barnack meant. Even a small glimpse of the Red Zone told him it was just wrong. There was no other way to describe it.

      Barnack took a step into nothingness.

      Matty gave his line a sharp tug. Then, moving beyond the Bres’s a-grav field, he floated gently away from the hull. He grabbed the line and pressed the button to shorten it, drawing him back. Once the soles of his boots made contact with the metal skin, magnetism held him firmly in place. He had to jerk his feet free to walk, following Barnack to the patch of slime.

      Up close, it didn’t look anywhere near as threatening as Matty had imagined. He was reminded of jello fallen on the floor from a clumsy child’s bowl. Its natural colour was hard to tell, bathed as it was in an ethereal crimson glow, but it appeared to be green. Green and transparent.

      Lime jello.

      How did it move? The stuff had no legs, no tentacles, nor any other limbs. Matty glanced up and down the vast expanse of the hull, all the while ignoring the Red Zone hard. Where had the gloop first landed? It didn’t seem to have left any trace of its movements.

      “Whoa.” Barnack took a step back. “Did you see that?”

      The slime had changed position. It was a few centimetres closer.

      Matty also moved back. “What did it do?”

      “Flowed. I think it likes us.”

      “I’ll scrape some off. Then let’s get out of here.”

      No warnings had come from the other teams collecting samples elsewhere on the hull. Matty squatted and took the trowel out of the container.

      “Be careful,” Barnack blurted.

      Matty chuckled nervously. Was he supposed to take care in case the gloop made a dangerous move? What could it do? Slime him to death? He poked it with the trowel. The tip sank in easily, but as he tried to scrape off a section, the jello’s consistency altered, turning rubbery and resistant.

      Barnack squatted down beside him. “What’s wrong?”

      “Not sure. It’s resisting the trowel.”

      “Resisting…? Maybe don’t get too close.”

      Matty regarded his companion’s dark visor.

      Don’t get too close? How the hell else can I do this?

      He pushed the trowel harder into the blob. As if in response, the substance became firmer. He withdrew the trowel and it easily slipped out. “I think it wants me to take all of it.”

      “It wants? How can that thing want anything?”

      The entire mound would fit into the container if it was soft. He could squash it. Matty slid the trowel along the base, scraping the hull. The slime came away in a big, wobbly lump. In the zero g, it probably would have held together regardless of being handled, but he had a feeling it was deliberately staying in one piece. He dropped the blob into the box. It melted, spreading into the corners and flattening out. Matty slipped the trowel in on top of it and sealed the container.

      “Cakewalk,” Barnack commented.

      Matty held out the box. “Wanna carry it?”

      “You’re doing just fine.”

      The dome of wrongly coloured space overhanging them, the two men high-stepped back to the airlock. All Matty could feel happening in the box was the gentle slide of the trowel. The slime seemed to want to be taken into the ship. That was concerning, but his job was done. Once he handed over the sample it would be the responsibility of the science team.

      He was elated.

      He’d put himself forward for a task hardly anyone would choose to do, and he’d completed it successfully. Surely the captain would find a permanent, worthwhile position for him in the crew now.

      His experience had also filled him with confidence—a feeling he’d been sorely lacking lately. There was something he’d been wanting to do for quite a while. Maybe now he would have the courage to do it.
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      For days, Matty waited for a report from the scientists regarding the substance he’d scraped from the hull, but none emerged. Eventually, he gave up waiting. Maybe the scientists hadn’t discovered anything interesting, though he guessed that was unlikely. Or maybe they’d decided to eject the stuff from the ship as a precautionary measure. Whatever had happened, he concluded that neither he nor anyone else at the bottom of the ship’s hierarchy would hear about it.

      His life continued as normal, such as it was. Bujold hadn’t assigned him a role as he’d hoped. He remained in limbo. He wasn’t military, he wasn’t civilian crew, and he hadn’t boarded the ship as a passenger. He didn’t fit in anywhere, and he was bored out of his head.

      His only consolation was the fact that the Bres was approaching a new destination. Once it arrived, things might look up. The arrival date was set for tomorrow, so he decided to get a good night’s sleep.

      He was just nodding off when his ear comm chirruped. He picked it up and put it in. “Hello?”

      “Sheldrake! Where are you?” It was Zees, and for some reason she was shouting.

      He winced and popped the comm out, holding it next to his ear. “In my cabin. Why?”

      “What are you doing there?”

      “Uhh…” He checked the time. It was 23.05, ship’s time. “Going to sleep?”

      “Going to sleep? How come?”

      “Because… What do you mean, how come? Why are you comming me so late?”

      “Why aren’t you at the party? We’ve been waiting for you for hours.”

      Zees’s loud volume and slight slurring suddenly made sense.

      She was drunk.

      “No one told me there was a party.”

      “Oh, man. That’s really sad. Get over here.”

      The comm cut out.

      Get over here? She hadn’t said where the party was, and he wasn’t even sure he wanted to go.

      But if he didn’t Zees would give him a hard time later.

      Resignedly, he pushed down his covers and swung his legs off his bunk. After hastily pulling on his clothes, he went out. There were several possible places to hold a party, and they were all a fair distance away.

      He comm’d Waylis. She would be with Zees, as would Ellis and Miriam, but the Primian would be sober. Her system instantly metabolised alcohol. No matter how much she drank, it had no effect.

      She answered immediately and told him the party’s location. “I wouldn’t take too long if I were you,” she added. “They’re already wasted.”

      Waylis was adding new words to her vocabulary every day.

      “Who else is there?”

      “Everyone. The entire ship’s personnel except for Bujold and Robins, as far as I can tell. Even Purser Lineton turned up.”

      “I’ll be there soon.” Matty’s mood sank as he made his way to the recreation room on deck three. Not even military people he’d thought were still his friends had mentioned a party. He just didn’t figure in their lives anymore.

      When the door to the recreation room opened, loud music and the smell of booze and sweat flooded out. The lighting had been turned way down. Vague, shadowy shapes gyrated in the centre, arms raised and flailing.

      Matty stepped in and the door closed, plunging him into half-light. As he scanned the room his eyes adjusted. There was the military contingent, laughing and yelling, arms draped over shoulders. There was the civilian crew, jiving away or weaving through the dancers, drinks held aloft, as they approached seated groups.

      He hesitated. There was still time to leave. Zees might be so blackout drunk he would be able to convince her he’d been here, she just didn’t remember.

      Someone on the far side of the room waved crazily in his direction and then beckoned.

      “Sheldrake!” Zees must have bellowed for her voice to be audible over the music.

      He glimpsed her between two dancers, slumping down into her seat.

      Setting his shoulders, he began to walk over. It took some manoeuvring to avoid bumping into inebriated party-goers, but he made it. Zees sat at the back of a circular booth, flushed and grinning. Ellis sat on one side of Zees, her hair out of its ponytail for once. Miriam sat on Zees’s other side, and Waylis sat next to her, nearest the edge of the seating. The Primian was looking fed up with her companions. She’d clearly learned all she wanted to know about how humans behave when drunk.

      “Sit down.” Zees flapped a hand at the empty seat opposite Waylis.

      “Yeah… Sorry, but I’m not feeling it. I think I’ll⁠—”

      “Sit down!”

      “Just have one beer,” said Ellis. “How come you didn’t know about the party?”

      He didn’t know what to answer. How could he explain a negative? “Because no one told me. What’s it for? Is it someone’s birthday?

      Ellis turned her out-of-focus gaze to Zees. Both women looked nonplussed.

      Miriam said, “I think it’s because we arrive at the new planet tomorrow. Someone seems to be trying to make it a tradition to have a party beforehand.”

      Good luck with that. He couldn’t see Captain Bujold being happy with nearly all the ship’s personnel hungover or, worse still, drunk, at such a critical moment. There were medications that nullified the effects of alcoholic over-indulgence, but they took time to administer and take effect.

      Zees leaned heavily on the table and slid out until her upper half was almost lying flat, her chin resting on one of her forearms. “Sheldrake.”

      “Yeah?

      “I wanna ask you a question.”

      A disc in the centre of the table opened and a beer rose up. Ellis pushed it over to him, momentarily distracting Zees, whose gaze followed its progress.

      He took a sip and put the beer down. It wouldn’t hurt to oblige the whims of this boozed-up woman who, after all, could flatten him with one punch. “Shoot.”

      “How come you’ve never asked any of us on a date?”

      “Oh, Setia,” Miriam remonstrated, rolling her eyes, “That’s so rude.”

      “’S an honest question.”

      Ellis was laughing, her hand over her mouth.

      Matty was used to his friends’ teasing. They’d made fun of him a lot during the mission on Talman Prime, though they didn’t know he knew about it. He didn’t mind. You didn’t get far in the military by being thin-skinned. “Why do you think?”

      “I know you haven’t asked Carys because she’s gay.”

      Ellis’s mouth fell open. “I’m what?”

      Zees sat up unsteadily. “Aren’t you?”

      “Do you want me to be?”

      “Hell, no!”

      Miriam giggled. Waylis looked confused.

      Matty picked up his glass of beer and drained it. “It’s been fun, girls⁠—”

      “Women,” Zees protested. “We’re women.”

      “It’s been fun, women, but I’m gonna call it a night.”

      As he got to his feet, a tinny voice spoke in his ear comm. He couldn’t make out the words in all the noise. He put a hand over his ear. “Who is this? What did you say?”

      “Sheldrake,” said Captain Bujold, “come to my office immediately.”
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        * * *

      

      The captain’s expression was serious but not angry, Matty was relieved to note. He’d been a little worried about why she wanted to see him at this late hour. She could read his location from his comm device, so she’d known he wasn’t asleep. She had to be aware of the...

      “Captain,” he began, “I didn’t know anything about the party.”

      She curled a lip in disgust. “You’re not here because of that. I will deal with the ring-leaders tomorrow. Sit down.”

      As he took a seat she continued, “I’ve been thinking about what to do with you. As you may have guessed, I had planned to put you off the ship at Polaris, but Ms Ellis persuaded me to allow you to remain. I’ve since realised she was right, and I would have been making a mistake. You have qualities and skills that are worth having around, especially considering the unpredictable nature of our mission.”

      “Thank you, Captain.”

      She waved dismissively. “I didn’t bring you here to compliment you. I had an idea about how to deploy you most effectively. As you know, when we make first contact with an intelligent species, our aim is to develop a relationship and avoid conflict. At our next destination, I don’t plan to include an overt military presence in the diplomatic delegation. However, I would like you to be a member—an envoy, if you will. Once our people are operating within the local population, you will be able to use your experience to assess situations for potential threats and act appropriately should any arise.”

      “I understand.”

      “We can flesh out your duties as the mission develops.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Thank you for the opportunity.”

      “I thought you might like to make yourself useful. Now, here comes the unpalatable part. In order to perform your role, you will require brain surgery.”

      Matty blinked.

      “As you’re aware, during the Polaris mission the ship lost contact with our military personnel when they were stripped of their EVA suits. Therefore, I’ve decided to return to the old-style internal brain/comm interfaces. Have you heard of them?”

      “My brother had one. Military grade.”

      “He did? What branch was he in?”

      “He was a Marine. He died in the Crusader Wars.”

      Bujold was silent for a moment before saying softly, “I’m very sorry.” She continued in a brisk tone, “The surgery should only take half an hour and you’ll have a headache for about a day. Afterwards, wherever you are, if you’re in comm distance of the ship, I and others will be able to contact you. Are you willing to go ahead? I can give you some time to think about it, but I’ll need your answer by⁠—”

      “I don’t need to think about it. I’ll do it.”
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      Ambassador Barbier sat at the front of the briefing room and Matty sat directly behind him, studying the back of the man’s head. His hairstyle was odd—spikes sticking out all over. Maybe that was the fashion where he came from. Rumour said it was a tiny island in the Caribbean. What would it be like to work with him? Ellis had spent some time with the ambassador in meetings and suchlike prior to the previous mission, but she hadn’t said anything about him, only looked sour whenever Barbier’s name came up.

      Ellis looked sour a lot, so that didn’t mean much.

      “Preliminary scans are of the surface only,” Captain Bujold announced. “I’ve ordered a GPR survey as we continue to orbit. You’ll see why.”

      The lights dimmed and the display screen at the front of the room brightened. Matty waited a few seconds for a vid of the new world to appear before he realised he was looking at it. The planet’s surface was white. Peering closer, he noticed irregularities—patches of light grey here and there and a faint horizon marking the also-white sky.

      Dr Moody, sitting along from Barbier, whistled. “A winter world!”

      “Technically, no,” said Bujold. “A winter world implies seasons. For it to be winter, the planet would have to also experience spring, summer, and so on. Early indications are that ice covers the planet all year round. I suppose a more appropriate name would be a snowball world or ice planet.”

      Moody said, “I’m interested to see how the target species survives in those conditions.”

      “Aren’t we all?” Barbier asked. “Captain, how long will the ground-penetrating radar survey take? When will the diplomatic visit begin?”

      “Your visit will be scheduled as soon as we have a reasonably sufficient understanding of what the delegation may encounter. As yet, it’s impossible to say, aside from the fact that you will be cold. We’ve found no satellites, space stations, spacecraft or evidence of missions to either of the planet’s two moons. All of which indicates a pre-space-age civilisation, though we have confirmed the atmospheric signs of industrialisation that brought us here, and we’re picking up radio signals. As new data arrive I will apprise you all. Expect several briefings before you depart.”

      She took a breath and continued in a more relaxed tone, “We can take our time with this one, and so we will. Let’s try to get it right from the start.”

      Barbier asked, “And when will personnel from the Balor and Banba be joining us?”

      “That’s another reason for delaying. Four crew members from each of our sister ships are on their way as we speak. You will all need some time to become acquainted before you set out.”

      The fourth member of the contingent from the Bres was a woman. Matty had noticed her around the ship—everyone was familiar by sight now—but he didn’t know what she did. She was sitting in the second row like him, a couple of seats away. Spotting him looking at her, she flashed a smile and held out her hand. “I don’t think we’ve met. Becca Richardson.”

      He shook with her. “Most people call me Sheldrake.”

      “Of course,” said Bujold. “I was forgetting you two may not know each other. Sheldrake, Doctor Richardson is our resident linguist.”

      Matty noted that the captain didn’t bother introducing him. He tore his gaze from Richardson, re-focusing on the screen. It was hard not to stare at her. She was beautiful. Her looks were so striking, on Earth she could have been a model or movie star. Yet he couldn’t say what it was about her appearance that was so mesmerising. Her colouring wasn’t anything special. Her deep brown hair and eyes weren’t what made her stand out. In truth, he couldn’t put his finger on it, and peering closely at her would have been rude.

      Captain Bujold talked about the planet and astronomical features of the system, and then she went over the first-contact protocols the Fleet had established. He listened with half an ear. It was all pie-in-the-sky. Things were usually very different when boots were on the ground.

      She wound up the meeting, saying all the latest files would be forwarded to their in-boxes and instructing them to go to the closest refectory, where they would meet the other ships’ contingents when they arrived.

      Barbier and Moody went out together. Matty followed Dr Richardson to the exit, where she waited for him to catch up.

      “You have a difficult task ahead,” she said as they set off.

      “I do?”

      “Playing one role while performing another.”

      “You know about my secret assignment?”

      She chuckled. “Bujold has told everyone, including the people from the Balor and Banba, as I understand.”

      “I guess the captain has to explain my presence in the team. I’m no scientist or diplomat. But you have a hard job too. I’d rather be a grunt in disguise than try to figure out an alien language.”

      “There are tools and procedures for it. I’ll only be doing what I’m trained for.” She paused. “You can look at me, you know.”

      Matty had kept his eyes forward for their entire conversation. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t worry. I get that a lot.”

      “I guess you must have guys hitting on you all the time.”

      “Actually, I don’t. Most of them seem scared of me.”

      They had reached the refectory. The breakfast sitting had finished and lunch hadn’t begun, so the place was empty except for Barbier, Moody, and eight others. Contrary to what Bujold had said, the personnel from the Banba and Balor was already here. Four wore service uniforms—one was a major—and the other four were in civvies. Barbier and Moody were chatting with them.

      As Matty approached the military men and woman, they gave him dirty looks.

      “Wow,” Richardson murmured, “what’s their problem?”

      “Don’t worry. It isn’t you, it’s me. I’m their problem.”

      “Why? Oh. I was forgetting.”

      Barbier stood up. “Dr Richardson, Mr Sheldrake, I was about to propose an early lunch. I’m sure the staff won’t mind rustling something up for us. What do you say? Sharing a meal often helps to turn acquaintances into friends.”

      “Fine by me,” Matty replied.

      Richardson also agreed, and the ambassador went to find whoever was in charge.

      Matty took a seat next to a short, slight man who looked to be in his sixties.

      “You must be the famous Corporal Sheldrake.”

      “Ex-Corporal,” one of the military men interjected.

      “And not famous,” said the major. “More like notorious.”

      The older man looked abashed. “I didn’t mean to⁠—”

      “Most people call me Sheldrake.” Matty held out his hand.

      As they shook, the man said, “I’m Bernard Travis, historian.”

      “Historian?”

      Travis shrugged. “Someone has to record these momentous events for posterity, wouldn’t you say?”

      “Sure. I didn’t really think about it.”

      The other civilians from the Banba and Balor introduced themselves. The team included Phillipa Wong, anthropologist, Jenna Kovak, meteorologist, and Minh Tran, xenobotanist.

      Richardson, Moody and the rest of the scientists started up an energised conversation about what they might discover during the mission. The military men and woman talked among themselves.

      Travis leaned closer to Matty. “When you and I have a moment, would you mind going over what happened with Lieutenant-Colonel Markham? I’ve read the official account, but I’d like to hear the story from your point of view.”

      “I hate to disappoint you, but I signed an NDA when I joined up.”

      “But as you’re discharged now, surely that no longer applies.”

      “It’s a lifetime agreement. Look, maybe run it past Bujold. If she gives the okay, we can talk.”

      Travis seemed to deflate.

      Captain Bujold would never in a million years give permission for someone to fuel the Fleet’s scuttlebutt, as Travis knew full well.

      “I just thought you might like the opportunity to set the record straight.”

      “The record is straight, as far as I know.” Matty hadn’t actually read the log. He’d assumed, as there had been so many witnesses, it was accurate.

      “I would have liked to check. In my profession, primary sources are invaluable for establishing historical truth. But I understand your reluctance. It’s better to let these things stay in the past, eh?”

      Matty couldn’t agree more. It was a shame others weren’t so willing to forget.

      Barbier returned. “Bad news, I’m afraid. It turns out even an ambassador doesn’t hold sufficient sway to change meal-serving times. However, the captain comm’d to say the new military EVA suits are ready. Sheldrake, you are to take our military friends to the armoury on deck five and familiarise yourselves with the equipment.”

      Matty rose from his seat, but the men and woman walked off without him.

      He made his own way to the armoury, wondering if he should read the official record of the incident that had resulted in Markham’s death. Maybe it didn’t tell the correct story. That might explain the hatred he seemed to encounter wherever he went.

      On the other hand, he’d disobeyed orders and shot a fellow soldier. There was no denying it and, for some people, no excuse would ever be good enough.
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      Warm liquid flowed over Matty’s body. He lifted first one foot and then the other, allowing the liquid to cover the soles of his feet and then firm up. It slipped across his shoulders and oozed up his neck before covering his face. A visor appeared and the HUD blinked to life.

      The new, military-grade EVA suit didn’t feel any different from the earlier model. Scanning the HUD, he couldn’t see anything unfamiliar, though that didn’t mean a wider range of data wasn’t available. It probably was and he would need to learn how to call it up.

      He bent his knees, one after the other, and then lifted his arms, inspecting the smooth, uniform, grey surface. He took another look at one of his forearms. The EVA suit seemed thicker there than he remembered. But that was it. He’d heard the suits’ power had been increased, and he’d seen the evidence when the late Major Torres had dented the bulkhead of the Polarans’ shuttle with a punch. He guessed that was where the main difference lay.

      “Hey, Sheldrake. The fuck you doing?”

      The comm clearly worked.

      He turned. The contingent from the Balor and Banba had put on their suits too. Three of them were watching the fourth, who leaned menacingly close. The words Major Gagnon floated into existence over Sheldrake’s visor image.

      “I’m, err… Familiarising myself with the new⁠—”

      “These are military grade. Last I heard, you were kicked out. Like you deserved for what you did. Better than you deserved.”

      It was an effort to not call him Sir “…I’ve been assigned one of these suits for the mission.”

      “I’ve been assigned one of these suits,” Gagnon repeated in a high-pitched sing-song voice, turning to his team, who chuckled. He swung around to Sheldrake again. “You think you have the right to wear that?”

      Matty was silent.

      “I asked you a question.”

      Again, Matty didn’t reply. There was nothing he could say to improve this situation. The major would turn any response against him and follow through with whatever he had planned regardless.

      “Answer me, soldier!”

      Coolly, Matty said, “As you pointed out, I’m not a soldier.” Fighting the ingrained rule of never turning his back on an officer addressing him, he moved toward a rack of weapons, pretending to want to examine them.

      Tension gripped his muscles as he anticipated being, at the very least, forced to face his antagonist, but no attack came. Instead, his HUD told him that Gagnon stood directly behind him. It seemed the major wasn’t so dumb as to forget about the cameras in the armoury, recording every movement.

      “Listen up, Sheldrake,” the major murmured. “You might be Bujold’s golden boy, but we haven’t forgotten that private you shot, or what happened to Markham and Torres. If it had been up to the captains of the Balor and Banba, you would have been marooned. You turned against your own. You crossed the line. So don’t think, if it comes to a fight, any of us is going to step in and save you.”

      “Torres? What’s he got to do with it?” A deep sorrow welled up in Matty, and it was as much as he could do to keep his voice steady.

      “Everyone knows he hated your guts. And then, when he’s alone with you, he ends up dead. It doesn’t take a genius to figure it out.”

      “You’re accusing me of killing him?!”

      “You set your own rep. People believe the obvious.”

      Matty clenched his hands into fists. Now, he had to be mindful of the cameras. “Major Torres died of suffocation under high g’s, or maybe of his wounds. I don’t know. But I tried my damnedest to save that man’s life.”

      “Yeah, says you. It’s lucky the only witnesses were your buddies.”

      “Doctor Moody was there too. If you don’t believe me, ask him.”

      “What’s the point when he already knows what you’re capable of? Of course he’ll back you up.”

      “You really think Captain Bujold would assign a suspected murderer to this mission? That she would even keep one aboard her ship? You’re crazy. You’re all crazy. But whatever. Believe what you want.” Sheldrake returned his attention to the weapons, picking one up.

      As he examined it, he also kept an eye on the rearward proximity alert on his HUD. Gagnon stepped away. Matty exhaled and focused on the short-barrelled rifle in his hands. It looked like a TX-14 standard-issue pulse rifle, but the bright sheen of the weapon told him it was newly printed. Though the basic design had stayed the same, he guessed there would be upgrades.

      He was correct. The rifle’s range had extended to a hundred and fifty-eight metres, and its power storage was improved too, allowing an extra two minutes continuous fire. He was impressed. The Fleet’s weapon techs knew their stuff. Being cut off from Earth hadn’t stopped them from continuing to develop the equipment.

      “You won’t need that,” a voice commented.

      A new visor confronted him.

      Private Antonov.

      “What do you mean?”

      Antonov lifted her right arm, angling it towards the bulkhead. The upper forearm of her suit lost its integrity, melting into a new shape. In the time it took Matty to blink, it had transformed into a slim barrel.

      “Didn’t you know about these?” Antonov asked. “There’s another one on your other arm. The suit powers them, and they’ll track your eye movement to establish the target and lock on. You hardly need to do anything except tell them to fire, using your thumb or voice commands. It’s like your suit can read your mind.”

      “Cool.”

      “Sure is, and handy for when we can’t carry regular weapons. From now on, no one will know we’re always toting as long as we’re suited up.”

      “Thanks for telling me.” Matty was relieved that, even if Gagnon had it in for him, at least one member of his team was okay with him.

      “No problem.”

      “I hope we don’t have to use them, but it’ll be good to know we won’t be helpless if shit starts to go down.”

      “You hope we don’t have to use them?” Antonov’s tone was subtly mocking.

      “Something wrong with that?”

      “Nothing. It’s just surprising, coming from you.”

      Coming from me?

      Matty decided to let it drop. He didn’t want to jeopardise this fragile connection with a potential ally. It was time for a change of subject. “Were you on the team that went to Polaris B?”

      “I wasn’t, sad to say. This will be my first deployment on an alien planet. Can’t wait to get down there and clap eyes on them. What do you think they’ll be like? I’m guessing covered in blubber, for one thing, to protect them from the cold. And maybe they’ll have big googly eyes due to living underground.”

      Matty laughed. “Doctor Moody would know more about that. As long as the aliens are peaceful, I’ll be happy.”

      “Meh, sounds boring. I wouldn’t mind some action. That’s what we’re here for, right?”

      “Uhh, no. Leastways, that’s not what I’m here for.”

      Antonov shook her head. “You’re a weird one.” She sauntered away, heading for her team, who were locked in a private conversation. As she walked, she glanced over her shoulder. “When we get to the planet surface, Sheldrake, you should watch your back. Because none of us will be watching it for you, and these new weapons…” she lifted her arm “…they go off awful easy. Wouldn’t be surprised if there was a terrible accident.”

      Matty froze, his pulse rocketing, as he stared at Antonov’s retreating figure. He’d begun to think the woman might be a friend, but it was clear she’d only wanted to lull him into a false sense of security before making her threat. Her ploy had worked. The effect was even more devastating than if she’d come right out with it.
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      Matty sat alone in the refectory. All around, his shipmates chatted, laughed, complained and gossiped. He chewed morosely on his tasteless meal. All hopeful anticipation about what benefits his new assignment might bring had dissipated.

      He’d agreed to be an envoy, though he didn’t really understand exactly what that might entail. He’d gone through surgery to install a comm implant. He’d geared up to set out in a new direction, to forge a new path.

      And Gagnon had told him it was booby-trapped.

      Once he was down on the new planet, he would be constantly looking over his shoulder. As well as watching for the safety of the delegation, he would have to look out for himself. His own side had its sights on him.

      What should he do? Should he go to Bujold? Would she believe him? She might, but then the only option would be to withdraw him, and then where would he stand? What role could he perform on the ship? He would be back to square one—useless, a drain on resources, a waste of oxygen.

      He finished his food. The catering bots were out of commission, so he took the plate and cutlery to the sanitation unit and left.

      Back in his cabin he tried to get an early night, but his meal churned in his stomach undigested.

      He should tell Bujold, but he guessed Antonov and Gagnon had been aware their comms were not being recorded—the new suits’ systems hadn’t been connected to the ship’s net. So the armoury cameras would have only recorded apparently harmless encounters. Bujold wouldn’t have any evidence to persuade the Balor and Banba’s captains to pull their teams. And what would be the point anyway? Gagnon and the others would only be replaced by more people who wanted him dead. Unless Bujold had some evidence, how could she argue the other ships’ military shouldn’t play a role in the mission?

      Assuming she believed him.

      Even if she didn’t he could still resign, but he didn’t want to. His new role was the only thing giving a point to his existence.

      On the other hand, he also really wanted to stay alive. Surely any kind of life was better than being shot to death by his own team.

      He would tell Bujold about Gagnon’s threat in the morning. Whether or not she believed him, he would resign. He would find something else to do. With the ship’s bots breaking down left, right and centre, he could work as a janitor. It would be hard to live at the bottom of the ship’s hierarchy, but he would live.

      His gut complaining, he drifted to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The sun was hot on his back. Straightening up, he squinted into it. Something was breaking up its rays but he couldn’t make out what.

      A dry, ridged field ran out on all sides to the horizon. Between the ridges plants were growing, long, trailing vines with round, purple fruits. They grew as he watched. Tendrils curled out from the vines, gripping the soil and then burrowing into it, spiralling like corkscrews.

      His job was to dig out the weeds. These were easy to see: small green sprouts struggling up between the stronger crop plants. They were so small it hardly seemed worth digging them up.

      He squatted and dug into the soil next to a weed. You had to get the whole plant up, roots and all, or it would re-sprout. Every time a weed grew again it would use up water and fertiliser that should go to the crop.

      “Hey, Matty.”

      A shadow had fallen over him.

      He looked up into a pair of familiar eyes.

      “Greg?” Matty stood again. “What are you doing here?”

      “I came to see you.”

      “Greg!” Warm joy burst in Matty’s heart and he hugged his brother tightly. Something about this whole situation felt not quite right, but he ignored the feeling, burying his head in his brother’s chest.

      Greg was in uniform. He must be home on leave.

      “How long will you be here?”

      “As long as you want me to be.”

      That wasn’t right either. Greg didn’t get a say in how many days’ leave he got.

      It must have been him walking over that had broken up the sun’s glare.

      “What are you doing?” Greg asked.

      “Helping Poppop.”

      “Good job. What else are you doing?”

      “Just…” Matty scanned the field. He shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “You sure about that?”

      “Huh?”

      “Let’s sit.”

      They settled down on a bare piece of ridge between two of the vines. Greg picked one of the fruits and broke it in half, passing one half to Matty. Purple juice dribbled down his fingers as he took it and seeds coated in jelly spilled out.

      Greg sucked out the flesh of the fruit and Matty copied him. Sweet and tangy, the fruit slipped easily down his throat.

      “Tastes good, doesn’t it?” asked Greg.

      Matty nodded.

      “Yep.” Greg sucked juice from his fingers and leaned back, propping himself on outstretched arms. “Life’s pretty good. I wish I could stay longer.”

      “But you just said you can stay as long as I want you to.”

      “I did.”

      “Well, I want you to stay forever.”

      Greg chuckled. “No one can stay forever, Matty boy.”

      “Then how long?”

      “I guess, as long as you need me.”

      This satisfied him.

      When Matty awoke, he was still warm from the hot sun, he could still feel his brother’s presence, still taste the syrupy, sticky fruit.
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      Later, as he sat in the briefing room awaiting Captain Bujold’s arrival, he was acutely aware of Gagnon’s people chatting, throwing occasional looks his way. Were they figuring out how to make his death seem an accident? From now on, he would have to watch every move they made and never be alone with any of them.

      One thing was for sure: he had to show he wasn’t scared of them.

      In truth, he was.

      Very.

      But if they thought he was scared and therefore an easy target, they would use any and every opportunity to take him out. If they knew he would be hard to kill, they would be more cautious.

      He made his way over to the group and said softly, “I wanted to say, thanks for the warning yesterday, Antonov. I appreciate it.”

      She returned his gaze silently.

      “But if you guys want to try anything,” he went on, “you’ll have to leave the campsite, and that most likely isn’t happening.”

      Gagnon growled, “What are you talking about, Sheldrake?”

      “Captain Bujold has made it clear—no military presence in the delegation. You’re on the planet in case things go south, and that’s all. That’s why she wants me to accompany the ambassador. I’m a covert operative. Didn’t you know?”

      From the way they looked at each other, apparently they did not.
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      “Ideally,” Bujold said, “we would spend years studying an intelligent species before making contact. For many reasons, that would be the sensible way to go about it. But if we are to make meaningful progress in forming a galactic alliance we cannot afford to take things too slowly. There are thousands of planets in our galaxy that meet the criteria to make it worth paying them a visit. So many, we simply won’t live to see them all. Though, over time, as we introduce the Fleet and its mission, new connections will be forged and hopefully the movement will continue after we’re long gone.”

      She took a breath and exhaled between puffed lips. “Anyway, I have been in conference with captains Ti Hera and Alonso, and we’re in agreement. There is only so much to be learned from drones, scan data, images and audio recordings. Now that we’ve established the species on HWO 821D is a suitable candidate for an initial approach, we will press on to the next stage and send a delegation to the surface. Ladies and gentlemen, providing no impediments occur, you will depart one week from today at 0900.”
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