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'She is a thing of beauty,' Malachy said. 'As graceful as a dolphin; powerful as thunder.' Luana smiled at her old mentor as the great starliner slipped from her moorings at the Lagrange Two Shipyards. Umbilicals were released to swing languidly away as the sleek vessel eased out of her cradle. A kilometre and a half of gleaming metal was free to embark on a month-long shakedown cruise, before heading out to the Lunar Transit Station to collect her first paying passengers.

The Aurora was one of his, a craft that boasted luxury unparalleled in all the spaceways. Soon, her sister ship, Nebula, would follow, but for now she alone would cater for the pampered super-rich. 

On her first voyage, Luana had been so thrilled to be a part of this great endeavour. Four years on and the excitement had dimmed, just a little. Yes, she had now been promoted from fourth lieutenant to third, but the life of an officer aboard ship was largely one of mundane tedium that generally involved endlessly monitoring ship's systems and dealing with a constant stream of complaints, queries and requests from the vessel's four hundred wealthy passengers.

However, Luana had never lost her sense of wonder as she gazed out at the stars. She never failed to appreciate their beauty, and the wondrous adventure that still lay ahead for humanity.

And she never lost the hope that one day, somehow, she would have the opportunity to venture out to visit those stars.

Malachy's days of plying the space lanes were behind him now. While Luana still had this great adventure ahead of her, he was relaxing in the gentle, forgiving gravity of Jupiter's moon Ganymede. There was nothing quite as soothing on frail old bones as a sixth of one Earth gravity.

He would drop her a line every now and then, but their letters were more infrequent now. However, she would make the effort to visit him this time. Luana owed him at least that much.

The Aurora was due to spend two months at Thebe Dock when she arrived at the Jovian system, so she would have plenty of time for social calls then.

Unless, of course, something unexpected occurred on the voyage to Jupiter.

But things like that never happened.
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Luana didn't look around. She didn't need to. She knew they were talking about her. She knew they were watching her, in that way young men do. Whisper, whisper, whisper. If stares were laser beams, she would have two pairs of holes burned through her by now. As always, she would wait for one of them to come to her.

'You haven't got a prayer, my friend,' Lester said. 'You couldn't be more dead if I threw you out that airlock.' He gestured toward the hatch in what passed for a ceiling in this topsy-turvy place. He shook his head wistfully, his hair swishing like grass wafted in the breeze. Zero gravity was never kind to unruly hairstyles. 'Seriously bud, this is not going to end well. For you, I mean. I'll be fine. I'll be back here trying not to wet myself from laughing too hard.'

Brent shook his head, a wry grin dragging the corners of his mouth up. 'Watch and learn, my young friend,' he said. 'Watch and learn.'

'Young friend? Oh bite me, I'm two years older than you. You're totally screwed and I'm here to see it. She'll kill you. She'll kill you like a cat ripping the head off a mouse. You want me to inform your next-of-kin now, or go through the formality of watching you die of humiliation first?'

Brent looked across the bridge at his quarry, her back to him, body illuminated in the soft blue of the bridge running lights. He gave Lester a wink and with two fingertips, deftly propelled himself from the seat and glided across the bridge of the ESS Aurora until he reached the environmental control station - which just happened to be right next to Luana Lee's shipboard operations station. She barely registered his arrival, although he did think he detected a faint whisper of a sigh.

'Hey Luana,' he said with a touch more enthusiasm than he'd intended, and noticed a twitch of Captain Johannsen's head in front of them. He continued in a more hushed tone. 'What you doing?'

'Booking my vacation,' she replied distractedly.

'Really?'

She turned to look at him for the first time, her huge brown eyes fixing him with a stare that would freeze lava. 'No. Not really.' She turned back to the console and continued to study water reclamation figures.

'Well I was wondering. If you're not too busy after our shift ends—'

'Whether I'd like to go for a drink?'

'Well I was going to suggest mountain climbing followed by a hot tub and bagels, but I guess a drink would be okay. A bit unadventurous but I could make allowances.'

She chuckled lightly, seeming relaxed now and Brent took this as an encouraging sign.

'Do you happen to know of any mountains on board the Aurora?' she asked with a raised eyebrow.

'No, but there's a tricky stairwell between decks eight and nine that I'd been planning to tackle. I'll bring a picnic. You just bring your bikini and we'll see how things go. Deal?'

From ahead of them, there was a quiet, but distinctive clearing of the throat. 'Does anyone want to deal with the giant Martian war machine off the port bow?' Captain Alvaro Johannsen growled. It wasn't really a rebuke, just his way of reminding the bridge crew who was in command.

'Sorry Captain,' Luana said, trying to keep the giggle that begged for release in check. She turned to Brent and put a finger to her lips, silently shushing him.

From his own console, Lester just stared in open mouthed amazement. Literally open mouthed, which required a special effort in zero gravity. 'I don't believe it,' he muttered to himself. 'I think that fluky bastard is actually getting somewhere.'

From just in front of him, a warning began to sound. It wasn't too insistent, just a quiet ping-ping-ping, but it was designed to discreetly attract the operator's attention.

Lester frowned as the winking light on the console drew his eye. Barely an hour would go by without some kind of alarm requiring some human intervention, even out in the empty space between planets. But this one was unusual.

'Proximity warning, Captain,' he said, loud enough for the whole bridge to hear. 'Another ship just entered our sector.'

Captain Alvaro Johannsen looked round, his weathered old faced creased with a frown, white hair that matched his elegant beard swept back and held in place with a generous spray of lacquer.

'Confirmed,' Luana said, the amorous advances of Brent swept aside.

'Distance and course?' Johannsen asked in his sing-song Scandinavian accent.

Luana brought up a fresh screen in front of her, numbers scrolling and dancing in the air. 'Distance ten thousand kilometres and closing. Course converging but not terminal. It should miss us by over a thousand kilometres.'

She glanced up and saw her captain's shoulders drop, just a fraction.

'Still too close for comfort. How long before it reaches its closest approach?'

'Twenty-four minutes, sir,' Lester said, his screens now matching Luana's. He always seemed to be just one step behind her; a fact that niggled.

'What is it?' the captain asked. 'An automated transport?'

Negative, sir,' Luana said. 'I've IDed the ship. It's a Martian high-speed personnel transport. The MMV Korolev. Up to thirty passengers and five crew.'

'Send out a greeting.'

'Aye, sir.' She wordlessly gestured to Brent, who immediately propelled himself over to the sensor console on the opposite wall.

'How did it get so close without being spotted?' Johannsen asked, failing to hide the irritation in his voice. 'What happened to the long-range sensors?'

Luana opened and closed screen after screen, images appearing before her in a blur as she sought some answers.

'I'm sorry, Captain. Unknown. No response to standard greeting. It's possible the ship is unpiloted.'

Brent scanned the screens at his station, his eyes darting over each readout, trying to get a general picture. 'Long range sensors show no contacts. No. Wait. I'm locked out.'

Johannsen looked around sharply. 'What?'

'The system is locked down.'

Luana brought up the same display as Brent at her own station. In the top corner were the words "NO CONTACTS". But in the centre, flashing in angry red was the unequivocal phrase "ACCESS DENIED". She input her own command codes and tried again. The computer took almost half a second to process and consider this new information before the screen came to life again. "ACCESS DENIED".

'Damn it,' she cursed quietly. 'Sir, it's not accepting my command codes. It should. It's a low security system. I don't get it.'

Johannsen unbuckled his seatbelt and flew gracefully over to her position, his movements as fluid as a dolphin after decades of shipboard service. He slipped easily into the seat next to Luana, straps automatically snaking around his waist and holding him in place.

'It could be your code that's become corrupted,' he murmured to her, even though he doubted two ID codes would become corrupted at the same time. He tapped in his own code, and was rewarded with the now uncomfortably familiar "ACCESS DENIED" blinking at him. 'Damn.' He typed in another code. Again, all he achieved was another "ACCESS DENIED" notice. 'That is not possible.'

'What was that?' Luana asked.

'Command code override. That should unlock any system on the ship. Who was the last person to use this station?'

She quickly brought up the station history screen, elegant fingers moving nimbly over the virtual keyboard. 'Paska, sir. Second Lieutenant Grant Paska.'

'Where is he now?'

Brent spoke up from the other console. 'He said he was going to do some maintenance on the communications array.'

Johannsen nodded. 'Luana, get him on the radio.'

'Yes sir.' She switched to the communications display. 'Bridge to Lieutenant Paska. Paska, please respond.' She paused as she awaited a response, avoiding the urge to tap her fingernails on the console. 'Bridge to Lieutenant Paska. Paska, please respond. No response, Captain.'

There was an inevitability to the statement that reinforced the feeling of dread that sat at the pit of his stomach like an unyielding ball of lead.

'Very well. Locate his communicator and we will find him that way.

'Yes sir.' Luana ran a scan. Every member of the crew carried their own communicator, and each unit emitted its own unique location code in case he or she were injured and were unable to respond.

'Well?' Johannsen demanded a little impatiently.

'Tracking it now, sir,' she said, moving from the crew list to a virtual, 3D map of the ship. It showed a blinking signal just aft of the gravity rings. She scanned in closer, and closer, until the exact location could be identified. 'The system is showing Lieutenant Paska to be in the communications array, sir. Just as he said he would be.'

'Get down to the array and bring him up here. Now.'

'Yes sir.'

Luana released the clasp holding her securely to the seat and eased herself away. With a small flick against the chair back, she soared to the rear of the bridge and into the travel tube. A second later, she was gone.

Johannsen continued to stare at the monitor in front of him for several seconds before glancing up at the troubled face of Brent, the young officer looking as uneasy as he himself had the first time he had travelled into space, all those years before.

'Has the Korolev changed its course at all?'

'Negative Captain. It should still miss us by over a thousand kilometres.'

'And still no communication from Paska?'

This time it was Lester who spoke up. 'No sir. I'm sending a hail to him on a repeating loop. If he pipes up, we'll know about it.'

'Good.' He offered a reassuring smile to the two young men, but was all too aware that it would be only partially successful. He shook his head as he quietly mumbled: 'What the hell is he up to?'
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It wasn't a bad way to spend an afternoon, Ben Floyd thought as he extricated himself from the tangle of the woman's arms and legs. He lay back onto the bed, sweat glistening on his forehead, breathless. He looked across at Claudia, who smiled back at him, tongue toying with lips painted a luscious rouge, breasts rising and falling quickly in snatched breaths.

She reached across and ran a single, elegant finger through the matt of hair on his chest. 'You have to go so soon, tesoro?' Her voice was deep, heavily accented in an exotic Mediterranean dialect. Floyd happened to know that her ancestry was Italian, but it could have been French, Greek, Croatian, Spanish or any of a dozen other languages from the region.

The finger ran lightly through the carpet of fur in extravagant swirls, moving slowly down to trace a ring around his navel. He clapped his hand over hers and halted its inevitable path.

'No,' he sighed, 'not now.'

Floyd swung his legs over the side of the bed and felt the soft pile of the carpet snake between his toes. The thwarted finger ran down his back and he stifled a shiver, which elicited a mischievous giggle from the woman.

'Haven't you had enough?' he asked as he reached for his shirt and slung it around his shoulders.

'You know me, Benjamin. I have never had enough. I am an insatiable animal that must be constantly indulged. I thought you realised that by now.' She roused herself from the bed and began to button the shirt for him. 

'I'm getting the idea. But I need to go. Got an appointment that I don't want to miss.' He pushed her back onto the bed and she giggled like a naughty child, and this time used a toe to stroke his leg.

Floyd glanced at the clock on the wall, just above the window. The monitor gave a perfect three-dimensional representation of stars drifting languidly by, but unlike a real window, these stars moved in a comfortingly linear fashion. In reality, a real view from this point would be an uncomfortable reminder that they were pressed against the outer wall of a giant centrifuge that did an adequate, but not quite perfect job of mimicking gravity. The stateroom was within the outermost ring of the Aurora's gravity section and generated a force close to one g. The innermost rings produced less than half this, but were perfectly suited to the requirements of Martian residents, who were accustomed to a little over a third Earth gravity.

Claudia sighed, realising that even her prodigious charms could delay him no further. She rolled off the bed and pulled his face toward hers, planting a perfect soft kiss on his lips.

'Have it your way then, amante. There is always tonight. I need to go take a shower.'

Floyd watched her as she made the few steps to the shower cubicle, taking the time to appreciate her curves one more time, before she disappeared behind the translucent screen.

With the sound of tinkling water in the background, he finished dressing, pulling on a pair of slacks and black, faux-leather shoes.

He glanced at the clock again. He really didn't want to be late for this meeting. The entire six-week voyage had led to this point, not to mention two months careful preparations prior to that on Earth.

Checking he had all he needed – comm-pad, credit card, watch – he took a last, longing look at the slender figure in the shower. He could only see her silhouette, but that was enough. That was enough to tell him not to be late tonight.

'I'm going,' he shouted to her. 'Meet me at the Euphoria Bar at eight. You can let yourself out.'

'Okay, tesoro. I will catch you tonight.'

With a final, yearning glance, he left, the door swishing closed behind him.

A few seconds later, the shower was switched off and Claudia reached for a towel, which she wrapped around her sopping hair. She stepped out of the cubicle and went to the desk. Rivulets of water trickled down her body to be lost in the carpet.

She reached into her bag and removed a small, slender communicator. She activated the device, which snaked out to form an elegant crescent. She scanned for the contact she sought and called the number.

'Mr. Landry?' she said as she reached detachedly for a swimsuit, enjoying the feel of the slinky material on her fingertips. 'He is on his way.'

There was a pause as the man at the other end of the line spoke.

'No,' she smiled, 'he doesn't suspect a thing. And I gave him a send-off he will remember for the rest of his life. However long that might be.'

Another pause, and this time the response made her smile.

'Oh no, it was my pleasure. And his, but mostly mine. And after all, it is what you pay me for. Ciao signore.'

She hung up and smiled again, tapping the comm-pad gently against her teeth. She had done her job, had performed the role well. Not that it had been a terrible hardship. Under different circumstances, who knew where this relationship might have led? But she was an actor performing a part. And good actors were well paid for their art.

Claudia felt a chill and remembered that her body was still soaking wet from the shower, cooling droplets clinging to her skin.

She dried herself quickly and slipped into the swimsuit. She had one more little surprise for poor Benjamin Floyd.
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The glass doors, as ephemeral as the wings of a bumblebee, slid aside with an almost melodic tinkle. Floyd was immediately engulfed in warm, humid air that wrapped its steamy arms around him. Accompanying the heat and sultry atmosphere was the splashing of water and light laughter of people at play. It seemed incongruous that, within what his brain told him was a glorified tin can floating in space, such a place should exist.

The pool area spanned the entire width of the outer gravity ring. It was as idyllic as any jungle paradise on Earth, with a waterfall at the far end, rocks that glistened in the light from the overhead lamps, trees that seemed to go on forever. None were real, of course. A luxury interplanetary starliner was no place for burrowing roots. But they were indistinguishable from the real thing, and that was all that mattered to the wealthy travellers on the ship.

People happily frolicked in the water, some splashing each other gaily, others bouncing a ball around. But there was one thing that set this scene apart from any similar pool on Earth. The water curved upwards, following the arc of the centrifuge. This was something to which Floyd would never grow accustomed, although it didn't seem to spoil the enjoyment of most.

On either side of this pool and its unnaturally cerulean water, there were individual areas where couples or groups could lounge in relaxed comfort, away from the frivolity of the pool.

He scanned the area, feeling the unrelenting heat from the overhead lamps burn into his scalp. The lamps did a fair job of mimicking genuine sunlight, solar collectors on the exterior of the hull absorbing as much solar radiation as they could, and channelling it into a concentrated stream of heat and light.

Floyd tried to look past the mass of glistening bodies, but without a lot of success. At this time of day, a significant proportion of passengers tended to descend upon the pool area; those that weren't out shopping, taking in an afternoon zero gravity cabaret, or eating a late lunch.

A hover shoe-wearing waitress glided up to him and came to an abrupt stop, the tray of drinks she held in one hand miraculously remaining upright. Like most of the passengers in this play area, her attire was casual in the extreme: an imitation grass skirt and tube top that did little to conceal her flawless ebony body. The only other thing she wore was a smile, painted on and worn assiduously from the beginning of her shift until the end.

'You looking for a drink, sailor?' she asked in a broad, midwestern accent.

'No, I'm looking for someone.'

'Lots of unattached someones here, handsome. What's your preference?'

He smiled and shook his head. After two hours with Claudia, that was the last thing he needed. 'No, someone in particular. Max Landry. You know him?'

The smile wavered for a moment. Everyone knew Max Landry. At least, everyone knew him by reputation. 'Yeah, I know Mr. Landry.' She pointed with her free hand to a clearing in the trees to the left of the pool. 'Mr. Landry's party is just over there.'

Floyd squinted in the glare of the "sunshine". He could see five individuals. Three men in garish shirts leant against trees, watching women playing under the waterfall. A woman in a light, flowery summer dress was relaxed in a lounger reading a book. The fifth individual was sat at a wicker table, reading a tablet. This was Max Landry, looking like the most relaxed man in the Solar System in khaki shorts and a hideous Hawaiian shirt that looked like the result of an explosion in a crayon factory. Floyd would know Landry anywhere. The man was stocky, his muscular arms straining the sleeves of his migraine-inducing shirt.

Floyd thanked the waitress, who whizzed away to deliver the tray of drinks. He strolled up to the clearing, easing past kissing couples and snoozing sun worshippers. The three men saw him approaching and each stiffened, smiles frozen on their faces. Floyd wasn't bothered by these... he tried to think of a word other than henchmen. Stooges or goons didn't sound a whole lot less cheesy. Whatever he called them, they were none of his concern.

He ambled up to the table. The goons didn't exactly react, but they were fully alert and ready to pounce if he tried anything.

'Mr. Landry? Max Landry?' he asked. The man looked up from his tablet.

'Can I help you, mate? You're blocking the sunshine.' 

The woman peered over the top of her book, her eyes concealed behind an enormous pair of sunglasses. The three men looked at one another, the stooge in the middle holding up a finger to prevent either of the other two from doing anything stupid.

'My name is Floyd, Mr. Landry. Ben Floyd. I'm a detective with—'

'Oh don't worry, mate, I know exactly who you are: Ben Floyd, special investigator with Sub Rosa Security, subcontracted by EarthPol to investigate my affairs. Take a seat, Mr. Floyd. Drink? They mix a pretty fine margarita here.'

Landry had a thick cockney accent, but fortunately did not pepper his speech with too much stereotypical rhyming slang. If asked to guess, Floyd would have said he was in his early fifties. However, he didn't have to guess. He knew that Landry was fifty-three years old, one point seven two meters tall and the owner of a sizeable legitimate business empire. It was his non-legitimate business interests that concerned Floyd.

Landry clicked his fingers and a waitress – by chance, the same one Floyd had just spoken to – came gliding up to the clearing.

'Yes, Mr. Landry?' she asked, looking a little nervous, Floyd thought.

'Margaritas for me and my guest, and another of whatever the lady's having.' He tilted his head in the direction of the woman in the sunlounger, but she had already returned to reading her book. He made no effort to supply his goons with drinks. They presumably could either buy their own or go thirsty.

'Of course, sir.' She zipped away quickly.

'I see you've done your homework. Do you know what I've found?' Floyd asked.

'Now, let's see,' Landry began. 'You've tried all the usual searches, bank accounts, tax records, employee files etc. and come up blank, just as EarthPol had. So, you infiltrated my organization and still found nothing. Fancy that, eh? Then you tried the old favourite: you embarked on a torrid relationship with one of my female business associates to see if you could get anything out of her. Amongst other little titbits of pillow talk, she told you about a new and highly illegal operation on Ganymede, and that I was taking this cruise out to Jupiter to oversee things. Is that about right?'

The waitress chose that moment to scoot back to the table where she placed three cocktail glasses. 'Will there be anything else, sir?'

'Nah darlin'. That'll be it for now. Maybe later, though?' His eyes flicked quickly up and down her body and he grinned the smug grin of a man who could have just about whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted.

The girl smiled, but shot away before Landry could elaborate.

'Not bad,' Floyd said. 'Just out of interest, how did you find out?'

'That lawyer you were banging in San Diego?' Landry said.

'Yes?'

Landry glanced across at the woman in the lounger. 'I made her a better offer. Ain't that right, Celeste?'

She lowered the book and for the first time, Floyd got a good look at her face, cocooned in a mop of long, wavy blond hair.

'You better believe it, Max,' she grinned as she took the glass and sipped the margarita. 'Hi Benny. You okay honey?'

'So, you've come here today to arrest me, right?' Landry said. 'You sent a message to your contacts in San Diego and on Ganymede, and now it's time to finish the operation so you and your buddies at Sub Rosa can get paid.'

Floyd said nothing, as the realisation began to reveal that he had been played by an expert. He also became aware of a lump forming at the pit of his stomach. This was liable to turn ugly real quick.

'Well I hate to tell you this,' Landry said, 'but that ain't going to happen today. Those messages never got sent, and just for good measure, your contacts have by now run into nasty little accidents. As you're about to.'

He chuckled as he swilled the cocktail around in the glass.

Floyd finished his own drink, the sweet and sour of lime and salt making him feel more alive than he ever had before. Or perhaps it was the thought that he could be dead in the next five minutes that was responsible.

'Well played,' Floyd said. 'But please don't think that this is over. Oh no, I'm taking you in, Mr. Landry. One way or another.'

'I wouldn't bet on it, and to be honest, if I were you, I'd be more worried about my own situation.' Landry glanced round at the three men and, right on cue, each revealed a hand laser nestling snugly under each man's shirt.

'I see what you mean,' Floyd said with a wry smile, his mouth now feeling very dry, tongue rubbing like sandpaper on the roof of his mouth. He wished he hadn't already finished his drink.

'Ah!' Landry said, looking toward the double glass doors. 'And here comes the other reason for your downfall.'

Floyd looked round and forced himself not to curse aloud. Walking slowly toward him was Claudia, dressed in an aquamarine swimsuit and translucent sarong that did nothing to hide her exquisite legs. He thought back to the last time he had seen her, and the perfect silhouette in the shower.

When she reached the table, Claudia leant over to kiss Landry on the lips, an action that turned Floyd's stomach.

'Hello again, Benjamin. Surprised to see me so soon?'

Landry chuckled again. 'Oh, deary me. Hoodwinked by not one but two exotic femme fatales. And they're both here to see the look on your face. Ain't that nice?'

Floyd couldn't speak. He had been set up. All the time he had thought he was covertly working to bring this crook – this gangster – to justice, Landry had just been laughing in his face as he manipulated the people around him. It was a terrible thing to feel so totally, utterly beaten.

Landry turned and spoke to the three men who still lounged against the trees. 'Let him get out of here and do it quietly. Nice and private like. And make sure no one finds the body. Chuck it out an airlock if you can. If not, bury it in with the rest of the organic waste. Sorry Mr. Floyd. It's just business you see. I can't leave any loose ends lying around. The door's that way if you want to start running.'

Landry beckoned to the waitress again as Floyd stood and walked stiffly toward the exit.
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The Martian Merchant Vessel Korolev drifted languidly through open space, the only nearby object being the bright point of light ahead. A point of light that was growing brighter, and beginning to exhibit a recognizable shape.

The onboard AI had noted this object and identified it as the ESS Aurora, an Earth registered starliner six weeks out from Earth, bound for Jupiter, but had not altered course to avoid it. Sensors indicated that there was no collision threat, so a course correction was not necessary. Ordinarily, the AI would query this with the crew, but this would not be possible. Sensors showed that there was no crew to question. It ran another sensor sweep, but it just confirmed what it already knew: that there was no living crew aboard.

'Prepare for course correction.'

The instruction confused the AI for a moment. It scanned the ship again, yet still found no trace of a living person. It responded to the message. 'My sensors do not register any lifeforms on board. Please identify.'

The reply that came back was virtually immediate, indicating that the intelligence, whatever it might be, was probably aboard the ship.

'Command override Alpha 1: epsilon delta 6-6-9-4-2-7 omicron alpha omega theta.'

The AI did the computer version of slouching back in its chair and relaxing. This was the correct command code and it could follow its instructions without resorting to emergency procedures. 'Thank you. Please input your instructions for course correction.'

The code may have been correct, but the ship's AI was still troubled by the source of the transmission. However, this concern was secondary. It was about to be given new instructions, and brought the manoeuvring thrusters online.

'Initiate a 3.2 second maximum thrust burn. Vector 0-0-3 mark 0-1-6. Firing to begin in thirty seconds – mark.'

'Acknowledged,' the ship's AI confirmed to its mysterious interlocutor. 'Firing will commence in 29.993 seconds.'

On the outer hull of the transport ship, the manoeuvring thrusters realigned themselves, angling the exhaust jets to give the most efficient use of fuel. However, the AI noted a problem.

'The course correction will put the Korolev in conflict with the ESS Aurora. I am pausing the countdown.'

'Negative. Countdown must continue. Command override: epsilon delta 6-6-9-4-2-7 omicron alpha omega theta.'

The AI had never received such an order before, and spent almost a microsecond to evaluate the situation. Preservation of human life superseded all commands – except an alpha 1 command override. The orders were clear and unambiguous, leaving it with no choice but to comply, but that did not mean it couldn't raise an objection. 'Countdown continuing. My records indicate the ESS Aurora to be carrying 450 passengers and crew. Course correction will result in a collision.'

'Negative. Updated information indicates no lifeforms aboard the ESS Aurora. Command override alpha 1: epsilon delta 6-6-9-4-2-7 omicron alpha omega theta. Compliance is mandatory.'

'Acknowledged,' the AI responded evenly. 'Countdown continues.'

The orders were unequivocal, and no matter how the AI felt (if its rudimentary algorithms could mimic anything that might be described as feelings), it could not disobey an Alpha 1 command override.

'Three, two, one. Course correction in progress.'

For three-point-two seconds the manoeuvring thrusters burst into life, easing the transport around. If anyone were alive in the pilots' seat, they would have seen the bright, star-like object move to occupy the centre of the viewscreen.

'Course correction complete.' The AI received no more instructions, although its limited intelligence believed that if it had any further questions or requests for clarification, the mysterious entity would instantly respond.

Since it had had its memory wiped almost two weeks earlier by a man named Luther Kane Lynch, it had no way of knowing that it had already had a similar conversation. The ship's internal sensors were showing no life signs for a very good reason: the entire crew had died soon after leaving the docking station on Phobos. The instruction had seemed odd at the time, the AI thought, but it had dutifully blown the airlock when the controlling intelligence that Lynch had installed instructed it to.

It was oblivious to the screams from the crew and passengers, those not still buckled in being blasted out into space.

Following its murder of the crew and subsequent memory wipe, the ship and its AI controller had continued on out into the depths of space.

The only witnesses now were the cold, dead eyes of what remained of the crew.
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Zero gravity or no, the trek from the bridge of the Aurora to the communications array would have been a long, arduous and even hazardous journey for the unwary. The array was located two thirds of the way along the main hull, just aft of the gravity cylinders that dominated the central area of the ship, but still far enough away from the nuclear propulsion system at the rear. Even in a weightless state, that was over a kilometre of seemingly endless corridors and ladders.

Fortunately, there was a shortcut. Four travel tubes ran the length of the ship, mag-lev generators sending cars hurtling along at fifty kilometres per hour between stations. Within five minutes of leaving the bridge, Lieutenant Luana Lee arrived at the communications array.

She hadn't been sure what to expect. This was so far outside her experience, she couldn't even guess what might await her. As she glided down the vertical access tube, she was relieved to find the array's control centre was devoid of life. Whatever Grant Paska had been doing, he had already left.

Just what was he doing? It made no sense. She had thought of nothing else since leaving the bridge, but had come up with no reasonable explanations. She wondered idly whether Malachy had ever had a similar experience. She was fairly sure that he must have. There wasn't a lot that could happen aboard a starliner that he hadn't had to deal with at some point.

Luana propelled herself over to the main control panel and activated the unit. It immediately sprung to life, indicator lights flashing, screens and keypads illuminated. She brought up the activity log and frowned. She verified the result and it checked out. Just another odd thing on a very odd day.

'Lieutenant Lee to Captain Johannsen.'

'Go ahead,' came the immediate reply.

'Captain, I'm at the communications array and there's no sign of Lieutenant Paska. The system indicates there's been no activity here for nearly two days. Which seems to suggest...'

'That either he didn't make it, or he was lying,' growled Johannsen.

'Captain!' Lester, the young officer cried. 'The Korolev just changed course and is heading directly for us.'

Johannsen's eyes went wide and nearly a second elapsed before he responded. 'Go to red alert. Evasive manoeuvres. Bring her around, hard turn to starboard. Bring the defence array online.'

'Aye, Captain,' Lester and Brent said in unison.

The normal warm blue bridge lighting was replaced by blood red, enveloping the officers in its crimson glow. It was probably best that the captain couldn't see how ashen the two young officers looked as they took their positions at the helm and weapons stations.

'Luana,' Johannsen said into the communicator, 'alert the crew. Possible collision. But printout only, I don't want to alarm the passengers just yet.'

'Aye, sir,' she replied, and heard the quaver in her own voice, which made her swear silently. She typed out a brief message and hit send. Every crewmember would feel a buzz on their wrist, alerting them to a priority command communication.

On the bridge, Lester looked up at the captain, his eyes wide with terror. 'Captain, manoeuvring thrusters are offline!'

'What?'

Brent looked across. 'Defence array offline as well, sir.'

'Go to auxiliaries,' Johannsen ordered.

'No response,' Brent said.

'Same here,' echoed Lester.

'Override.'

'Negative response.'

'Negative response.'

Hearing the events unfolding on the bridge, Luana quickly downloaded all the data she could from the console, including personnel records on Grant Paska. She had a feeling she knew what order she would receive next.

On the bridge, Johannsen's body suddenly went limp. It was impossible. It could not be happening. It was just inconceivable that every system could suddenly die. Sabotage. It had to be sabotage.

'Time to impact?' he demanded.

Brent had already made the calculation. 'Five minutes, forty seconds.'

Johannsen shook his head. There just wasn't time, but he had one more thing to try. 'Luana, you're the closest. Get down to Defence Auxiliary Control and try to manually override.'

'Aye, sir. I'll try.' She somersaulted in mid-air and shot toward the access hatch.

'And God help us all,' Captain Alvaro Johannsen muttered.
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Ben Floyd walked briskly along the corridor that sloped upward with the curvature of the cylinder. It was busy in this area, with bustling crowds heading to and from the pool area. On the one hand, this was a good thing; it meant he had some cover and was protected to some degree from the three henchmen who followed him. On the other, if they decided to start shooting, there were a lot of innocent people who were liable to get hurt.

He chanced a fleeting glance behind. Sure enough, there they were, like a wolf pack hunting a defenceless prey. If he could just stay a little way ahead of them.

The corridor opened out into a wide-open atrium. Shops lined the walls while balconies looked down on the scene. Crowds of shoppers moved as crowds of shoppers always do when one is in a hurry. They sauntered along aimlessly, stood in groups and generally got in everybody's way.

Floyd barged past people, apologizing as he did so. There was one thing in which he was interested; one goal that could be his salvation. At the centre of the atrium were four elevators that surrounded an ornate spiral staircase, running all the way down to the central nexus. He circled the elevators, pressing the call button on each, praying that one would arrive quickly.

On this day, Ben Floyd was in luck. A two-tone chime announced the arrival of an elevator car, and the doors swished open. He leapt inside and punched the up button.

He could see the three men charging through the crowd, hurling people out of the way. But fortunately, they weren't quite stupid enough to start shooting people at random.

The leader, a stocky character with multiple slash scars on his face, lunged forward just as the elevator doors started to slide closed. Sensing an object blocking the way, they opened again. Floyd kicked him hard in the side of the head. His cranium cracked against the edge of the door and he grunted in pain. Floyd kicked again and the man's head snapped back, his body crumpling to the floor outside the elevator. Now that they sensed the path was clear, the doors swished shut and the car began to rise.

The car itself was transparent, as was the cylinder it travelled through, and Floyd saw the three men below him disappearing as he ascended. The spacecraft's designers must have thought that it would be a neat innovation to make the travel tubes transparent, however it was more than a little disconcerting to find oneself suddenly ejected out into space as the car moved from ring to ring, with nothing but three centimetres of clear organic composite between the car's interior and the frozen vacuum of space.

Floyd stood gasping for breath for a few moments. The outer ring, containing decks eleven and twelve, slipped away beneath him and the next ring, containing decks nine and ten, was rapidly approaching.

'Level nine,' he said aloud and the car dutifully came to a stop. Looking down through the glass floor, he could see the three men ascending in another car.

'Time for some hide and seek,' he mumbled to himself as the doors slid open.

This atrium was similar to the one he had just left, but unlike that level, this had no shops, no balconies and no people. Level nine was a residential level, and clearly most of the inhabitants were elsewhere aboard the great liner. There were four corridors leading away from the central staircase and elevator tubes. Two would follow the arc of the ring and would eventually lead back to this spot. The other two went off to the side and went who knew where.

Floyd decided to take his chances and chose one of these. Time was not on his side as the second car was approaching. He couldn't let the men see which path he had chosen, and began to run.
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The three men burst from the elevator the instant the doors slid aside, but came to an abrupt halt as they were met with a completely empty atrium. No one moved and the only sound was the constant hum of the ship's systems.

'Where'd he go?' the tall man with blond hair demanded.

'Quiet, Drago,' the leader ordered as he tried to listen for footsteps, but any sound was lost in the ambience of the ship. There were four corridors and three of them. 'We'll split up. I'll take this one. Devan, you take the east corridor. Drago, you take the west. If he took the south, then that's just bad luck. Now move.'

The three men set off. Tor, the leader of the squad, moved cautiously, as an experienced hunter stalks its prey. He knew that the other two would be swaggering along full of confidence, bravado and hunger for blood. Killing was part of their job; he knew that better than anyone. You didn't work security for a man like Max Landry if you didn't have a strong stomach. But what Tor did was necessary. A lot of the time it was a case of kill or be killed, with no room for compromise. The difference between them was that Devan and Drago liked it. They both enjoyed inflicting pain and suffering. The more agony and terror they could squeeze from their victims, the happier they were. Especially Drago. He was a borderline psychopath, and ambitious as well. He would make a play for Tor's job one day, he was sure. But he'd be ready for him. What Drago didn't realise was that he could be just as ruthless – it's just that he would do it as a necessity, not for enjoyment.
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In the west corridor, Drago strode along with as much arrogant swagger as Tor had predicted. He was keen to make a name for himself in the organization, willing to do whatever it took. Tor was just the "big man" because he had the ear of Landry. That would all change once his boss saw what he was capable of. And Drago was not the squeamish type. He was looking forward to making his prey suffer.

He heard a noise up ahead and froze, his fingers tightening around the butt of the laser blaster nestled inside his shirt. The sound was high pitched. A laugh. A woman's laugh. He relaxed a little and in a few moments, as he made his way around the cylinder, two pairs of legs came into view; then two torsos and finally two heads. It was a pair of young teenagers. Probably sneaking a few minutes away from their families, Drago thought. The girl shrieked as she was tickled, laughing with joyous, carefree abandon. The boy pulled her tightly to him as he planted his lips over hers and they kissed with unabashed passion. Finally, the pair came up for air and that was when the girl saw Drago. She giggled again and thumped on her boyfriend's arm to get his attention.

'Sorry,' the boy said. 'We were just... uh...'

'Looking for the elevator,' the girl finished improvising for him. She tugged at the hem of her dress, bringing it back down to cover at least a little flesh.

Drago looked her up and down. 'Has anyone else been through here? I am looking for a man. He is a friend of mine.'

'A man?' she said, as if unfamiliar with the breed. 'No, no man has come through here. Just us.'

'You're sure? It's really important I find him.'

'She just told you, didn't she?' the boy said, with far more bravado than was healthy when confronted with a vicious killer.

The girl giggled again, pawing at his chest. 'My hero.'

Drago grunted an acknowledgement and continued on past the couple, his fists clenched hard as he heard the pair of them laughing. Laughing at him. Just as they had when he was a kid growing up in Belgrade. He might make them pay for that before this voyage was over. He would beat the boy so hard that even his own mother wouldn't recognize him. Pretty girls would look away in horror at the sight of him. Yeah, that was what he would do. You wouldn't be laughing then, would you my foolish young friend? And as for the girl, well, he would show her what it felt like to have a real man show her some attention. She wouldn't be laughing at him then, would she? Yeah, that was what he would—

The radio clipped to his belt beeped once. 'Drago, Devan, anything yet?' demanded the voice of Tor.

'Negative. Not a soul,' he heard Devan reply.

'Same here. Just some snotty kid and his slutty bitch,' Drago mumbled.

'Okay, keep looking.'

'You got it,' Devan said, and the radio beeped again to close the channel.

'Damn stupid thing to say,' Drago cursed, and kept mumbling profanities as he approached the next intersection.
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Floyd knew he would have to turn and fight at some point. He didn't want to. Hand to hand combat was a vicious, violent exercise and best avoided if at all possible. Never start a fight with a superior opponent; that's what they taught him back in his EarthPol Security days. But that was a long time ago, and he was a long way from EarthPol Security's San Diego field office.

He heard the voices, the giggles from the girl, the foolhardy belligerence from the boy and the deep tones of the big blond-haired man.

Damn, thought Floyd. He had assumed correctly that the trio of would-be assassins would split up to try and find him. From what he had seen, his preference would have been to face the dark-haired man, Devan. He thought he would stand a good chance of prevailing against him.

But Drago was tall, stout and looked particularly aggressive, like some bare-knuckle, Eastern European prize-fighter. So much for not starting a fight with a superior opponent. That left just one stratagem: if you are forced to fight someone bigger and meaner than you, do it on your own terms.
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