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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.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Three




[image: ]




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.

Now that was something he might be able to engineer.

He swirled around, taking in the entire intersection, looking for anything, anything at all that might give him an advantage, no matter how small. Unfortunately, on a luxury starliner like this, crew members were not in the habit of carelessly leaving toolboxes or equipment just lying around. All he wanted was a nice, hefty wrench. In fact, anything that would make a handy club, but he was out of luck. There was nothing in the area except an access panel in the wall.

Access panel, he thought. I wonder... The panel was a metal sheet, around thirty centimetres squared.

The girl laughed again.

Floyd tugged at the panel. Nothing happened.

Another giggle, followed by footsteps approaching – the lumbering footfalls of a beast that's not quite worked out the purpose of opposable thumbs. But something big. And dangerous.

He tugged at the panel harder and it came away from the wall. Inside the hatch was an electrical junction box. It seemed that local power distribution was controlled from here.

The footsteps grew louder, and Floyd could hear the man grumbling, each utterance punctuated by heavy breathing. He couldn't have been more than a couple of meters away.

There was no time left. Floyd pressed himself against the wall and waited, heart pounding beneath his ribcage. He felt sure the other man would hear it hammering away inside his chest. Another second.

The instant the tall blond-haired man came into view, Floyd swung the panel around. It smashed into the Serbian's face with all the force that Floyd could muster. The man's nose exploded in a violent spurt of blood and he went flying backwards to land in a crumpled heap on the floor.

Floyd stood there looking from the man on the ground to the distorted metal panel. As weapons go, it had proven quite effective.

But then the man stirred, and an instant later he was back on his feet. Floyd had no choice. He launched himself at him and, as he flew through the air, swung his fist around to crack into the side of the man's head. It should have cracked his skull. It should have laid him out cold. It should have been a decisive, fight winning move, but the man's head barely moved. Even worse, he seemed to be ready for Floyd this time, and at the last instant batted the flying figure away with almost inhuman strength.

Floyd smashed into the wall with a crunch, searing pain shooting through his shoulder. Before he was able to gather himself, the enraged Drago had picked him up and threw him back into the intersection. He landed on his back, the wind knocked out of him. Through blurred vision he saw the massive man looming over him, about to drag him from the floor once more.

Ascertaining that the man's skull was impervious to attack, he decided that he would try a different strategy. It wasn't really a strategy; more like an act of utter desperation.

He kicked upwards. Hard. His booted foot arced through the air between the man's legs until it connected with his groin.

Drago doubled over, eyes screwed tightly shut as the unimaginable pain coursed through him. Through the blinding agony he could not see his opponent get up.

Floyd grabbed the man from behind and, using every last bit of strength he possessed, drove him headfirst into the open access panel. It exploded in sparks and Drago's body jerked in spasm for several tortuous seconds, before he slumped to the ground.

Gasping for breath, Floyd slumped to his knees next to the inert Serbian. He held two fingers to the man's neck. Miraculously, he was still alive. But, crucially, he would not move again until Floyd was long gone.

Floyd felt beneath Drago's shirt and found the blaster, pocketing the weapon. He also retrieved the radio from his belt.

He got up and staggered along the corridor, back in the direction of the atrium. As he passed the young couple he grinned.

'Thanks, I owe you guys one,' he said with a wink.

'Any time,' the young man said.

Floyd lurched on down the corridor.

After staring at the unconscious man for a few seconds, the amorous young couple continued to do what amorous young couples do best.
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Captain Alvaro Johannsen's face was bathed in the crimson glow of the bridge emergency alert lighting, although even without it his face would have glowed an angry red as he broiled in impotent rage. Outwardly, his face was set in a visage of grim determination. But within, a fire burned like no fury ever had before.

Paska. This was Paska's doing, was all he could think. The bastard had sabotaged his ship. There was little hope left now. Soon, anyone who could not reach one of the lifepods would be dead. Four hundred people. Four hundred innocent, ignorant people as helpless as he was.

And it was Paska's fault.

No, he thought. He was the captain. Paska may have caused this, but it was his responsibility. He should have stopped him. He should have foreseen this situation. He had never liked Paska, and had never trusted him. He had always put this down to an innate mistrust of Martians. It was an intolerance he had always fought to suppress, but he could not ignore it completely. Perhaps he should have listened to that little voice in his head. The voice that urged caution and vigilance.

This was his fault. No one would blame him. They would, naturally, blame the one directly responsible. Especially when it became known that he was a Martian.

But this was Johannsen's ship, and the responsibility was his.

'Time to impact?' he asked, without the usual strength the young officers had come to expect.

'Just coming up to one minute, thirty seconds, sir,' Brent said.

Johannsen nodded. He was a good lad, young Brent. He had kept his calm and professionalism all through this most appalling of times. He would have made a fine senior officer one day. Maybe even a fine captain.

If he ever had the chance.

Johannsen switched on the communicator. 'Lieutenant Lee, are you at Defence Auxiliary Control yet?'

There was a crackle of static before Luana's breathless voice responded. 'Negative sir. I... I don't think I can make it. Even if... Even if I do, there's no time to bring the array online.'

Johannsen shook his head sadly. That had been his last hope. It had never really been a possibility, but condemned men will always cling to a last hope, regardless of how unlikely its success might be. There was just one course of action left to him.

'Understood,' he said. 'Luana, get yourself to a lifepod. As soon as it's filled, launch.'

'But Captain—'

'That is an order. Good luck Lieutenant. Johannsen out.'

Johannsen sighed, realising that he would never speak to Third Lieutenant Luana Lee again. She had been the finest of his officers. He just wished he'd had the chance to tell her so. He wished he had been able to tell her how much she had come to mean to him. How much he had relied on her. How much he valued her advice and input. Now she was gone. But perhaps she would survive this calamity. He turned to Brent.

'Would you sound the collision alarm for me, please?'

'Aye, sir.'

All around the ship, the collision warning sounded. It would lead to panic, of that Johannsen was sure, but that was unavoidable.

'Mr. Lester, please send out a general distress signal.'

'Aye sir,' Lester said, and his hand moved shakily over the console.

Johannsen unbuckled his harness and assumed something approaching a standing position as he floated a few centimetres above the floor.

'There's nothing more we can do. Gentlemen, it's been a privilege serving with you. Now get yourselves to the lifepods.'

The two younger men shared a glance.

'Thank you, Captain,' Lester said, his eyes glistening in the stark red lighting, his chin visibly trembling.

'Good luck, Captain,' Brent said, his voice stronger, his jaw jutting out in defiance of death.

Lester was the first down the access tunnel, immediately followed by Brent, who took one valuable second to salute his captain.

Once he was alone, Johannsen settled back down in his seat and brought up an external camera view. It showed the MMV Korolev heading directly toward them. It was nothing like as big as the Aurora, but it didn't need to be. It was designed to be efficient, but that maxim precluded any aesthetic considerations. Behind the angular cockpit were four detachable pods – in this case, passenger modules. Above these were a quartet of fuel spheres. There would be a lot of propellant in those. He stared at the squat, ugly transport ship with hatred. That was to be his assassin. He loathed that ship as it began to fill the screen. The only thing he loathed more was Grant Paska.

He switched the image off and plucked a small tablet from his breast pocket. It immediately sprang to life, showing a three-dimensional image of an attractive woman in latter middle age, and two vibrant teenage boys. She smiled at him warmly and gave one of those happy little waves that she reserved for him and their boys. He would stare at this image until the end.

But in the corner of his eye he could see the numbers counting down on the screen: twenty-nine, twenty-eight, twenty-seven, twenty-six, twenty-five...'
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The level nine atrium looked nothing like Floyd had remembered it from just a few minutes before. The warm, soft white lighting had been replaced by red emergency lights. A two-tone alarm accompanied the lighting, along with an audible message in a disturbingly calm female voice.

'Warning. Collision alert. Emergency evacuation in progress. All passengers must make their way to the lifepods on deck twelve immediately.'

He stood there, paralyzed as he tried to figure out what the hell was going on. As if his life weren't complicated enough right now.

A laser blast hit the elevator closest to Floyd's head and he spun round, holding his own weapon up. Tor stood at the entrance to the south corridor, his gun pointing directly at Floyd's head.

The two men stood there for a few moments with guns aimed at each other. But Tor was clearly as baffled as he was by the noise and the warning lights.

'Warning. Collision alert. Emergency evacuation in progress. All passengers must make their way to the lifepods on deck twelve immediately.'

'What's happening?' the man with the scarred face demanded.

'I don't know,' Floyd said, his eyes darting around. 'But whatever it is, I'll take it. I'd say this is a stand-off, pal.'

'Only until my guys arrive.'

Floyd looked up, suddenly sensing something, some imminent danger.

'I don't think we have that much time.'
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On the bridge of the Aurora, Captain Johannsen stared with grim acceptance at the animated picture of his wife and sons as he listened to that calm, measured voice.

'Warning. Collision alert. Emergency evacuation in progress. All passengers must make their way to the lifepods on deck twelve immediately.'

It wouldn't be long now, he estimated.

'Collision in five, four, three, two, one.'
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The MMV Korolev smashed into the outer gravity ring at a little over thirty kilometres per second. The cockpit, with the long dead remains of the pilots, was crushed into oblivion, but the sheer mass of the spacecraft tore through the Aurora's gravity decks like a hammer through a matchstick village.

The first of the fuel tanks was ruptured, and an instant later it was ignited. The escaping oxygen from the Aurora allowed it to develop into an expanding sphere of burning hell.

The fireball lived and died swiftly, igniting the few individuals within its radius. Those unfortunate souls screamed in unimaginable agony as the flesh was roasted on their bones. But, as quickly as it was born, the fireball was extinguished by the uncompromising vacuum of space.
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Max Landry sat, looking. Listening. Around him, a hundred others did the same. None could quite fathom what was happening as the warm sunlight was replaced by an ominous crimson glow.

'Warning. Collision alert. Emergency evacuation in progress. All passengers must make their way to the lifepods on deck twelve immediately.'

Collision alert? What was there to collide with all the way out here, thought Landry. No, it must be an equipment malfunction. Or a joke. Someone in the crew thinking it would add a little excitement to a humdrum voyage.

'Collision in five, four, three, two, one.'

No, it had to be a joke. It just had to be.

The rocks and trees on the far side of the pool were suddenly wrenched apart, and a huge chunk of twisted, burning metal burst into the pool area.

Some people were immediately pulverized by the invading craft, their bloodied remains smeared over the ceiling. Others were impaled on bent, shattered metal.

Max Landry watched in detached horror as men and women were suddenly wrenched from the pool to be carried screaming toward the mangled craft as it continued to carve its way through the gravity ring. One thing of which he was sure: he had to get out. Now.

Clawing his way along the rocks, he dragged himself toward the doors, toward safety. He wasn't far away when the wreckage of the ship disappeared, leaving a gaping hole in the area. Water, rocks and people were instantly plucked away and hurled out into open space.

Landry clung to a handrail, feeling the biting wind tearing at his body. All he could do was hang on.

Around him were the screams of the dying. He saw the pretty young waitress fly past, still clutching the drinks tray and letting out a long, unbroken wail until she disappeared into the blackness of space.

Something caught hold of his ankle and he looked down. Claudia was clinging to him, her eyes wide with terror. The sarong she wore rippled in the gale before being snatched away to follow the waitress.

'Max, help me!' she screamed, her words barely audible in the cacophony.

He could feel himself losing his grip on the handrail, sweating fingers sliding along its length. Claudia's extra weight was dragging him to oblivion.

'Sorry honey,' he yelled, and kicked at her hand with his free foot.

'Max! No!' she yelled.

The fingers slipped away one at a time. Her legs flailed wildly, trying to find something to save her.

Nothing did.

With a final, violent kick, she lost her grip completely and fell, screaming through the air.

Landry watched her go, saw her arms and legs thrashing in terrified desperation. A moment later, she was through the rent and clutching her throat as air was wrenched from her lungs. He lost sight of her as flying debris obscured his view.

There were so many bodies, thrashing and screaming as they were enveloped by the cold, merciless expanse of darkness.

Max Landry dragged himself along the railing, his muscles complaining in agonized protest. One hand over the other, dragging himself along. He was a survivor. He always had been. He wasn't going to join all those other hapless souls. But the main entrance was twenty meters away. He would never make it. A loose rock smashed into the side of his head, almost dislodging his grip.

And then he saw it. Not more than two meters away was a door. It wasn't generally meant for the use of passengers, but right now he would take anything. With renewed strength, he dragged himself toward it and punched the access control. It slid easily open and he was just about to haul himself through when he felt something grab his wrist. He looked round, ready to send another poor soul to their doom but stopped. Celeste clung to his arm, her eyes pleading with him. He would get only one chance, he knew. If this didn't work, he would toss her aside as he had Claudia.

With all the strength he could muster, he yanked Celeste's slim, light body around and with a roar, hurled her through the doorway. She rolled twice, before the raging wind started to drag her back again. But by now Landry had dragged his own body through and slammed the palm of his hand against the control, and the door slid shut.

The silence was instantaneous, and it took a few moments for them to realise that there was still noise, just muffled now. 

They both lay on the floor, gasping for breath, unable to comprehend what had happened, and how they were still alive.

Landry dragged himself up and punched a fist into the door control, smashing it in a shower of sparks. 'Don't want anyone else opening it now, do we?' He collapsed against the now blocked door.

'Thanks,' Celeste panted. Her hair was a crazy mess that covered most of her face, but aside from a few scrapes and bruises, she seemed to be okay.

'Don't mention it, darlin'. Never know when you might need a good lawyer.'

Although every muscle in his body screamed for respite, he knew they didn't have time to rest. He was no astro-engineer, but knew enough to realise the Aurora was doomed. He dragged himself up and pulled Celeste to her feet as well, her body still feeling weak as he clutched her to his side.

'Come on,' he said, still fighting for breath. 'We need to get out of here.'
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It sounded like the end of the world, and in a sense, that was precisely what it was. The Korolev had blasted its way through all six gravity rings. By the time it had carved a path of death through the last ring, it had largely broken up, but that was of little comfort to the survivors on board the Aurora. The mass was just the same, but was now spread out.

Entire modules smashed into the main hull, exploding, ripping great holes in the superstructure.

Once it had done that, the end was inevitable. The Aurora would now tear herself apart in an anguished, tortuous act of self-destruction.
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They had married the day before the ESS Aurora had set sail from Earth. It had been a beautiful wedding, everything that Tamara had ever wanted. Conor hadn't been bothered about getting married, but if it made her happy, then that was fine with him. She had looked so beautiful in that pearly dress, almost pure and angelic.

But he knew all too well how wrong that impression would be.

It truly had been a blissful six weeks, with neither of them having a care in the world, just enjoying being together, indulging one another and taking pleasure whenever they wanted.

Until the thunder came.

Conor and Tamara had been asleep in their cabin when it struck, like the most violent storm ever experienced on Earth. Tamara screamed involuntarily at the sound. And then the earthquake followed it. The ship lurched violently, shaking as if in the clutches of a petulant child.

'What is it?' Tamara screamed, her eyes filled with terror.

'I don't know,' Conor yelled back, and staggered over to the door, which slid aside with a squeak of metal against metal that had not been there before. Outside, people ran. It was bedlam, without order and without reason. Some ran one way; others ran the other.

Conor caught the eye of a woman as she ran past.

'What's happened?' he shouted above the melee.

'A collision,' she screamed as her eyes darted around in near madness, her fingers tearing at her hair as she was engulfed by hysteria.

'A what? What did we hit?'

'I don't know. I... I have to find my partner. Have you seen her?'

Conor had no idea who this woman was, let alone who her partner might be. But before he could offer any sort of response, she was gone, screaming down the hall for someone to find her partner.

He turned back to look at the terror-stricken face of his new wife.

'Did you hear that?' he asked.

She nodded. 'The ship's collided with something.'

'I don't know what to do,' Conor said hopelessly.

'We need to find one of the lifepods,' she said, her fearful mind finding some clarity.

'Of course,' he said, shaking his head. His abused mind should have thought of that. 'They're on deck twelve. Come on.' He reached out a hand to take hers.

'No,' she said. 'I need my trousseau.'

'What?' he asked incredulously. 'No, we need to go.'

'But it has all my—'

'Leave it and come on!'

Conor grabbed her wrist and dragged her from the room. They ran, dodging people going the opposite way.

'Is this the right way?' Conor shouted.

'Yes,' Tamara yelled back. 'The staircase is this way.'

A panicked man ran headlong into Conor and knocked him heavily against the wall where he dropped to the ground.

'Come on!' Tamara yelled, and dragged Conor to his feet before he was crushed underfoot by the crowd, driven insane by fear.

The sound of screeching metal filled the hall as the gravity rings tore themselves apart, metal and silicone panels twisting and bending, contorted until they reached the limit of molecular cohesion. Emergency bulkheads could be heard clanging into place. They could smell the acrid smoke that hung in the air, and the scent of burnt meat.

They reached the spiral staircase, flanked by four elevator shafts. It writhed like a tormented snake, clanking and screaming like a living thing in its final throes of agonized death.

They looked around.

'Where are all the people?' she shouted above the wailing cry of tortured metal.

'I don't know. They all went the wrong way!'

'Then they're all going to die,' she said, and he could see that she wanted to go back and warn them.

'This is our last chance, babe.'

'I know,' she said, tears streaming down her cheeks. 'Should we chance the elevator?'

'No way,' he said. 'It's only one floor. Hopefully the stairs will hold.'

They ran down the staircase, praying that it would hold together and not hurl them out into the frigid void of space.
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An almighty, deafening crash rang through the level nine atrium, like the sound of an ocean liner dropped from fifty meters to hit the ground.

'Uh-oh,' Ben Floyd mumbled. 'That can't be good.'

The clanging cacophony was swiftly followed by a rising wind, a gale that tore at his skin, and within a second it felt like he was having his eyeballs sucked out.

Floyd grabbed the nearest thing he could reach, which happened to be the elevator control panel. A second later his body was lifted by the ferocious tempest. He clung on, praying that the small box would support him. The clean and tiny atrium was suddenly a whirling mass of debris and loose detritus, churning and broiling in a nightmare maelstrom.

Through blurred vision, he saw his antagonist, Tor, clinging desperately to one of the stairwell supports.

'Help me!' the man cried, his words almost inaudible over the roaring turmoil. His scarred face did not look like it showed fear often, but now it did. It showed an unimaginable terror. He clawed at the post, his fingers slipping on the shiny metal.

Floyd reached out his free hand, fingers stretching to grab the other man's hand. They touched, fingertips to fingertips.

An object flew past and from the colour of the dress, he recognized it as the girl in the corridor. He could do nothing for her. She was already gone and had disappeared, screaming, into the next passage. The boy was next and he somehow managed to claw at Tor's leg. It wasn't much, but was enough to dislodge the man's hand from the post and he followed the boy toward the tunnel.

Floyd watched as the man's legs smashed into the wall, shattering them, bending them in unnatural angles. Tor disappeared to follow the others, but his anguished cries of agony and fear lingered.

Floyd turned away. There was nothing he could do. All three were lost, as were dozens of others, most probably. He looked up and saw an elevator car approaching. He had to stop it. That car was his only hope.

He heaved his body forward and hit the call button. Two seconds later and he would have been too late, but just when he thought the car was about to go sailing past, it slowed and came to a juddering stop.

The doors slid aside and before he knew what was happening, a figure came flying out. A woman. A small part of his brain identified the clothing as that of an Aurora crewmember. He shot his free hand out to grab her, and just managed to snag her wrist. He clung one-handed to the edge of the elevator, his other hand holding the woman. He had to find some strength, some hidden reserve of energy.

Floyd began to bend his arm, heaving the woman toward him. Thankfully, she had the presence of mind to help the process and once he had lifted her as far as he could, she clawed her way up his body. She manhandled herself into the elevator car and once she had secured herself, worked with Floyd to haul him inside. Both grunted and cursed and heaved, dragging his weight, which seemed to have quadrupled, until his entire body was inside.

The door squeaked shut, the fit not quite as perfect as it normally was, but Floyd wasn't about to complain. As soon as the doors had made a successful seal, the wind and noise dropped. Mangled crashes and explosions could still be heard, but they were far off now, muffled by the thin organic composite of the car's body.

'Thanks,' Floyd gasped as he allowed himself a few blissful moments to relax his body.

'Likewise,' she replied, propping herself against the wall of the car. 'Level twelve,' she instructed to the computer and the car began to descend.

'What happened?' Floyd asked, getting some of his breath back.

Levels nine and ten disappeared, and both stared slack jawed as they emerged into open space, the transparent tube giving a panoramic view of the indiscriminate destruction. Floyd wasn't sure that was a good idea. Perhaps ignorance really was bliss.

The Aurora was in tatters, its main hull twisted and crushed, the gravity rings relentlessly turning, mangling the ship still further. The central body of the craft was writhing like some hideous alien serpent, explosions erupting from its surface. Hull plating exploded outward, great chunks of debris flung out to crash into the gravity rings.

Floyd was amazed they had lived this long.

'We were hit by another ship,' she said quickly, trying to regain some composure.

'Holy God. Must've been something big. The name's Floyd, by the way. Ben Floyd.' He held out his hand and she dutifully shook it.

'Lieutenant Luana Lee, third officer.'

'Pleased to meet you. So, what are our chances?'

The hellish scene slipped away and they entered the enclosed structure of the outmost gravity ring.

'Depends on whether we can get to a lifepod. They're all on Level 12. Here we go. Get ready.'

When the doors opened, it was clear that this was scarcely better than the nightmare they had just left. These were the final death throes of the great starliner. It only had minutes, perhaps seconds to live.

A young couple emerged from one corridor, clutching each other tightly. From another corridor a man emerged, screaming like a banshee, all reason lost. Floyd watched him tear past and run into a restroom.

At that moment, a massive chunk of debris, a dozen times the size of the elevator car, crashed into the side of the ring. Floyd and Luana held their breath, expecting it to come crashing down on top of them. But it didn't. By some miracle, it stayed there, suspended above them. However, it did dislodge one of the overlooking balconies, which crashed down onto the toilet cubicle, obliterating it and crushing its hapless occupant to mush.

A group of a dozen women came running from another corridor, all dressed in identical scarlet bodices and tutus.

'Chorus line dancers,' Floyd said dully, as if that was perfectly normal in this situation. Of course, why wouldn't you have chorus line dancers in all of this?

The twelve girls ran straight past them and into another corridor. Another woman emerged from the same direction, in a flowing scarlet dress, sequins glimmering in the light, tassels flapping wildly like a nest of angry snakes.

'This is nuts,' he murmured.

Luana pointed to the corridor where the twelve girls had just disappeared. 'Lifepod 10 is just down there. It's the closest lifepod to this position.'

The woman in scarlet ran up to Floyd and grabbed him by the collar. 'Where did they go? Tell me! Where did they go?'

'The dancers? Same way as we're going. Lifepod 10.' As gently as he could under the circumstances, he pulled her hands away from his collar.

Floyd turned and fist bumped Luana, and the two of them set off at a run for the lifepod.

'Wait, is that where we're supposed to go?'

The dancer turned to see a girl, maybe a year or two younger than she was, and a young man. They clutched each other tightly, as if letting go for just an instant would risk them losing each other forever.

'Yes, that's what the—'

At that moment, one of the loose passenger modules from the Korolev smashed through the corridor that Floyd and Luana were running towards. In the blink of an eye, salvation turned to despair as an entire three-meter section of tunnel was torn into shreds.

Floyd and Luana both tried to stop, but were immediately swept away by a fierce tornado, plucking them from the ground and hurling them through the air.

In delirious confusion, Floyd saw all twelve dancers sucked from further down the corridor and hurled, screaming and flailing, into open space. More deaths. More pointless, stupid deaths. But not quite instant deaths. Most lost consciousness within an agonized fifteen or twenty seconds. But some poor souls had been known to last over two minutes, feeling their fingers and toes freeze, eyeballs expand and splinter and heart finally give up the uneven struggle to sustain a ravaged body.

It was not a good way to die.

Ben Floyd thought of these things as he was hurled through the air. This was to be his fate. He thought it curious that, in just a couple of seconds, he had contemplated all of this. Time was such a sluggish beast sometimes. He wondered—

When they were just four scant meters from the entrance to the corridor – and the huge, jagged rent in the tube – something unexpected happened. A wall of metal slammed down: an emergency bulkhead, suddenly blocking the gaping hole.

Floyd was so surprised, it took him a moment to realise that he and Luana were now hurtling toward a solid metal door at an uncomfortably high speed. There was no time to turn, to find a comfortable position. All he could do was hold out his arms at the last instant to slightly cushion the impact.

He slammed into the door hard, hearing his own pained grunt as he did so. Half a second later, Luana joined him, although she had gotten herself into a more favourable position. He learned then that she had a cat-like agility and could twist her body easily.

They both slumped to the floor groaning, and quite incredulous at their luck.

The woman in the scarlet dress had also been picked up and tossed like a rag doll, as had the young couple, Tamara and Conor. But their distance had helped them, and the three found themselves skidding along the floor and coming to a more graceful stop.

'Okay, lifepod 11 it is, then,' Luana said, staggering to her feet and helping Floyd up.

'Lifepod 11 works for me.'
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A small corridor led off from the main thoroughfare of level twelve. There should have been illuminated arrows directing people to the lifepod, but power to this section had been cut off. If it weren't for Luana and her familiarity with the ship, they never would have found it. It was no more than five meters long, and ended in an open hatch. Luana breathed a heartfelt sigh of relief when she saw that open, beckoning hatch. It represented salvation; a chance for life.

She and Floyd led the way and when they reached the end of the shaft, peered down into the cylindrical tube that led to lifepod 11. The interior of the pod, three meters below, was illuminated in crimson.

And it was clear that they weren't the first to arrive. At the bottom of the shaft, lying on the floor, was a body. It lay on its front, limbs spread out.

They shared a glance, before looking back into that suddenly unnerving place.

'Who's that?' Floyd asked.

Luana shrugged. 'No idea, but he's hurt, that's for sure.'

Floyd noticed a small pool of blood near the man's head.

There was another huge shunt – more debris striking the gravity ring – and they were all slammed against the bulkhead.

'Really had enough of this now,' Floyd cursed.

'Okay,' Luana said, ignoring him. 'Time to get in. Who's first? Quick as you like.'

Floyd moved aside to let Tamara go first. She stepped daintily onto the ladder and gingerly descended, gripping it tightly. Conor followed her, equally cautious.

'Come on, come on,' Floyd whispered, anxiously looking at the walls twisting and deforming. Even if they got everyone inside, would this damage affect the docking clamps that held the lifepod securely to the ship? Would the clamps even last that long? He had a sudden vision of the lifepod breaking loose and spiralling away, and he and Luana ejected into the void.

The woman in the red dress was next, and she seemed just as uncomfortable descending a vertical ladder as the previous two, but she was soon down and into the body of the lifepod.

Next was an unfamiliar face and Floyd frowned, wondering if he'd seen this man before.

'Hold up you guys; room for one more?'

'Sure,' said Luana. 'More the merrier.' There was another crash from some other part of the gravity ring and she looked anxiously along the corridor. 

'Cheers. Dane Jefferson.' The amiable black man grinned a full pearly white graveyard of immaculate teeth. His hair was long, but coiled into a bun with dreadlocks that looked like they could inadvertently pluck out an eyeball for the unwary.

'Get your ass in there, buddy,' Floyd said.

'You got it, boss.' The man did as he was told, sliding down the ladder.

That's more like it, Floyd thought.

Then Floyd looked up and saw who was next, his face dropping.

'Oh no,' he groaned.

'What?' asked Luana in confusion.

'Of all the...'

'Bet you never expected to see me again, Mr. Floyd,' Max Landry greeted him with an unabashed smile.

'Max, I ought to—'

'Please Benny,' Celeste begged, clutching her shoulders as she shivered with cold and fear. 'I don't want to die out here.'

From the far end of the corridor, just a few meters away, the floor began to split as it warped and buckled.

'Can we all do this later?' Luana said. 'We're kinda pressed for time here.'

Floyd waved with resignation, and Celeste stepped forward, lowering herself down the ladder. Floyd grabbed Landry by the collar of his garish Hawaiian shirt and all but tossed the Englishman down the access tube.

'You next, Floyd,' Luana said, but at that moment the rip in the floor became a gaping rent, and they felt an all too familiar wind seize them.

Floyd was ready this time.

Luana was not.

She was plucked from the floor and propelled down the shaft. Floyd, with one hand firmly gripping the ladder, snatched her hand and dragged her back, and she was able to claw her way down the ladder. He was right behind her and the moment his head was clear, punched the control to the iris hatch, sealing them inside.

Luana wasted two valuable seconds to hug him, before jumping down to the floor and making for the cockpit. Floyd was a little slower, taking the time to secure the inner hatch, before following her.

He didn't have a lot of time to orientate himself, and quickly scanned the layout of the vessel. This was clearly more than just a "pod". It seemed to consist of a cylinder at the centre, stretching from bow to stern. At the rear was a storage hold; ahead was the cockpit. In separate nacelles either side were the passenger compartments.

Ahead, Luana eased into the pilot's seat and buckled herself in. She flicked half a dozen switches, and the red light was replaced by a stark white light throughout the ship. She donned the headset and flicked on the cockpit to cabin intercom.

'Everyone, buckle yourselves in tight and secure that injured man.'

Checking the cabin camera as she activated ship's systems, she noted that Conor and Dane were manhandling the limp figure into the port nacelle while Tamara protected his head. Reaching overhead, she flicked another dozen switches and environmental systems hummed into life.

'Hold tight everyone,' she said into the intercom. 'This is going to be a rough ride.'

As if to reinforce the point, the lifepod was rocked by another collision.

Floyd stumbled into the cockpit. 'Do you need any help?'

'Are you a starpilot?'

'Atmospheric only.'

'Close enough,' she grinned back at him, and tossed the co-pilot's headset at him. 'Strap yourself in, flyboy.'

Luana punched four prominent buttons on the forward console, and Floyd heard the engines whine into life.

'You in, Floyd?'

He snapped the buckle into place, securing him in the seat. 'Copy that.'

'Okay, hang on tight.' She keyed the cabin mike again. 'Everyone in? Okay, as soon as we disengage, we're going to lose gravity, so make sure you're strapped in tight. Launching in five, four, three...'

There came the sound of restraining latches springing back, and a deep rumble from the main engines.

'...two, one, launching.'

The last of the latches released the little ship and it was flung away from the disintegrating wreck of the Aurora. The centrifugal force of the gravity rings' rotation ensured the lifepod was propelled away with considerable energy.

Between the two seats were four throttles, which Luana gently eased forward.

Floyd felt a deep, slightly unsettling rumble in his seat as Luana unleashed the full power of the main engines. He was compressed into his seat as the ship was blasted forwards. Pieces of spaceship were everywhere, objects large and small littering the observation window. The scanner in front of him was all but useless, the view ahead an unbroken field of debris.

It sounded like rain all around them, tiny and not so tiny fragments bouncing off the hull.

The lifepod dipped and weaved, Luana caressing the controls with tender dexterity. A large chunk of the Aurora spun into view just ahead of them and she guided the ship beneath it, rolling away and guiding them to safety.

The debris field seemed to be clearing, the smashed fragments of starliner becoming smaller.

'That was a little bit close,' Floyd said, wiping sweat from his forehead and realising his heart was pounding like a bass drum. 'Several times back there I thought we were—'

There was no warning, no collision alarm. It was a stray piece of the Korolev that hit them. It impacted from above, exploding in a hail of sparks. The roar from within the ship was deafening, and the explosion sent them spinning away and completely out of control. Emergency bulkheads snapped into place.

Inside the cockpit, Floyd could only see the stars spinning, the Aurora briefly coming into view, then disappearing again. Multiple alarms sounded, creating a discordant cacophony.

'Hull breach, section five. Area sealed off,' Luana shouted, and Floyd grabbed the co-pilot's control column. Both fought with the controls, desperately trying to cancel the barrelling spin.

'Did we lose anybody?' he shouted.

'Negative. Section five is the aft cargo bay.'

Floyd grunted in acknowledgement as he tried to regain some control of the ship. The rolling slowed, stopped momentarily, then completed several revolutions in the other direction before they had the ship under some semblance of control.

Floyd and Luana shared a don't-want-to-do-that-again-soon look, and grinned.

'We've got to put some distance between us and the Aurora,' she said, easing the throttle controls forward until they were at maximum power.

The little ship was finally free of the debris field, most of the wreckage coming from the gravity rings and being flung out laterally. It scurried away like a mouse trying to escape a cat.

Then the cat erupted as its nuclear reactors went critical, the reactions uncontrolled. An expanding sphere of white-hot radiation blasted out from the propulsion section at the rear of the doomed ship. It raced along the main hull, tearing it apart and incinerating vast sections. The pathetic remains of the gravity rings were engulfed and vaporized. The final area to feel its pitiless destructive touch was the bridge, where Captain Alvaro Johannsen sat staring unblinkingly at his family. He heard nothing, saw nothing as his body sizzled for the briefest of instants, before its atoms were brushed away.

The blast wave quickly caught up with the lifepod as it ran for its life, and tossed it aside. It tumbled through space, again out of control, until its two pilots finally managed to steady it.

Against the vast, empty backdrop of space, the small, insignificant little ship trod its lonely path.
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Luana eased the throttles back to the ion engine equivalent of idling, and the rumbling in the cockpit eased back to a barely perceivable vibration.

'I'm cutting power,' she told Floyd. 'We don't know which direction to head in yet, so there's no point wasting our xenon fuel reserves. The nav-com should lock onto the most promising target but I'd like to see what it comes up with for myself. We should be far enough away from the blast zone to avoid debris. Probably.'

'Makes sense,' Floyd acknowledged as he brought the navigational display up on his console. 'One thing's for sure.'

'What's that?' 

'I'm writing a strongly worded letter of complaint to the management.'

'You and me both,' she laughed. 'Right, try scanning for emergency beacons and heat signatures. Find out how many other pods got away so we can link up.'

'I'm on it. Give me a minute; I'm new to this system.'

Floyd scrolled down the menu. He assumed that local area scanning would be a sub-menu of the navigational screen. And he was right, smiling to himself. Not a lot had gone right today, so he assumed it was about time for a change of luck. He found the screen he was looking for quite quickly, once he had ascertained how the system was set up.

'Let's see, local contacts, local contacts...' He frowned, and went back a step to make sure he was on the right screen. He checked again, just to make sure he had it calibrated correctly. He did. He was scanning an area of a hundred thousand square kilometres, but the message on the screen seemed unequivocal: there were no contacts registering within a hundred-thousand-kilometre scanning sphere. In the corner of the screen was an option to run a system diagnostic, which he began.

'This can't be right,' he muttered.

'What is it?'

The diagnostic result came back and, with a sickening inevitability, the result was as Floyd had feared. The instrumentation was functioning perfectly. 'No signatures. Nothing.'

'That can't be right,' she said, looking over to his screen. 'Have you tried running a diagnostic?'

'Yep, and checked calibration.' He turned to her and said gravely: 'We're the only lifepod to make it away.'

Luana's face took on a haunted expression, her skin ashen. 'Oh my God, those poor souls.' She thought of her captain and of Brent. She was going to go out on a date with him. They were going to have a picnic between decks. She thought of poor, luckless Lester.

Floyd saw her eyes glistening, and she quickly blinked the tears away. This was not the time. She had to remain strong.

'We can't think about that right now. There'll be plenty of time to grieve later. I need to check on the damage to the ship. It's not looking good.'

Her screen displayed two lists: primary and secondary systems. A disturbing number of items were flashing red.

'Propulsion and life support are both good,' she said. 'Aft retro thrusters offline. Oxygen is okay. We lost two 0₂ tanks but eight are intact. This lifepod is designed to hold twenty-six people, and there are only nine of us, so the loss of two tanks won't be a problem.'

'Maybe just eight if that guy we found doesn't wake up.'

She nodded ruefully. 'Good point. I've just sent the emergency signal. We should hear from Earth within the hour.'

Floyd scanned the two lists on Luana's screen and noted one of the primary systems flashing red. 'What's that?'

She sighed. 'That's the really bad news. Section five: the aft storage bay. It was compromised by the collision. There was a hull breach and it's currently open to space. That means we've lost most of our food reserves, so it looks like we'll starve long before we suffocate.'

'That's a cheery thought. Anything else critical we need to worry about?'

'It doesn't look like it at the moment. Several non-critical systems are down. I'll have to do a manual inspection to make sure.' She unbuckled her harness and floated free of the seat.

'You're going outside?' he asked, suddenly concerned. It seemed ludicrous to him, after all the times they had both come close to death as they tried to escape the doomed starliner, that he should be worried about a simple external inspection of the ship. He was under no illusions: Luana was the best asset they had and to lose her would be devastating to their chances.

'These things are pretty basic,' she said, giving the bulkhead a couple of slaps. 'They don't come with maintenance bots. Now eyes forward, soldier.'

For a second he was confused, until he saw her unzip her tunic.

'Oh,' he said, and looked away quickly. The spacesuits that the lifepod carried were designed to be worn without anything underneath, except underwear, and even that was optional. Two minutes later, she was ready. The skin-tight suits were quick to put on, as they may be required in a hurry. They really were a marvel of modern design, possessing incredible thermal efficiency. This was why they were so body hugging. Air circulating was an inefficient waste. A single suit also contained enough air to last the occupant six hours easily. Seven or eight if relaxed or sleeping.

'How do I look?' Luana said. 

He was confused for a second as he heard the voice in his headphones. He looked round.

'Er... very... silver?' An electronic laugh sounded in his ear.

Luana checked the systems display on her sleeve. No leaks, temperature nominal, air supply 100% (79% nitrogen, 21% oxygen), humidity level 50% and stable, thrusters at full capacity, electromagnets working and a dozen other parameters checked out okay.

The lifepod contained two airlocks. One was in the ceiling, toward the rear, just forward of the unusable storage bay. The other exited through the floor of the ship, just aft of the cockpit. Luana opted for the forward airlock. Admittedly, it would mean taking a longer journey to get to the aft retro thrusters, but it meant she could bypass the passengers. She wasn't quite ready to face them yet.

'Break a leg,' Floyd said as she opened the hatch at the rear of the cockpit.

'Piece of cake,' she said as she disappeared, closing the cockpit hatch behind her. Fortunately, the suit allowed considerable freedom of movement, so she had no trouble in the zero-gravity environment operating the airlock alone. It was a two-meter wide cylinder that projected out of the bottom of the pod.

With the inner hatch securely sealed, she opened the outer hatch. The last few whispers of air were blown out into space, gently tugging at her body.

'Okay, I'm outside,' she radioed to Floyd.

'Roger that. Let me know if you need any help.'

'Will do, but I know what I'm doing out here and you don't.'

'Fair point,' Floyd said. 'Let's see where we are.'

As Luana slowly jetted her way around the ship and toward the rear, Floyd brought up the local area maps, replacing the depressing list of damaged systems.

There was a quiet beep as Luana made contact again. 'We were right in the middle of the asteroid belt, about as far from anything useful as we could possibly be.'

'I'm looking at the charts now, and it appears that you're right. There are a few asteroids that are so small, they're barely worthy of the name. No passing ships, no way stations. Just a whole lot of nothing.'

'Ceres isn't far,' she said, 'but it's in the wrong direction. It would take our ion engines weeks to bring us to a dead stop, and a couple weeks more to bring us back up to speed and heading where we want to go.'

'That's annoying, to say the least. I can see it on the chart. I'll check to see what is in range.'

'I've reached the impact zone,' Luana said as she came to a stop, activating the magnets in her boots and coming to rest. 'It's a real mess out here. That lump of whatever it was carved a slash in the storage bay half a meter wide and two meters long.'

'Not really a surprise. Anything salvageable?'

She shone a flashlight into the gaping hole, being careful not to snag her suit on the jagged metal. All she could see was empty storage units, doors ripped open, restraining straps torn and hanging uselessly. 'Not a thing. Looks like everything was sucked out into space.'

'Okay, are you coming back in now?'

She ran a finger along the slash in the hull, being careful not to puncture the glove. The organic polyamide was incredibly strong, but the was no point in taking any chances. She had wondered whether there was any chance the hole could be sealed, but it was too irregular, the dents in the metal making the surface too uneven.

'No, not just yet,' she said wiping her hands as she always did when getting them dirty, then realising how absurd that notion was in her present situation. She decided not to radio this one in. 'There's damage to the dorsal retro thrusters. They need to be fixed if we're ever going to land this thing somewhere. I might as well do it now.'

'Okay, take your time. Don't rush anything.' Ben Floyd would have been much happier if he could have been out there instead of her. But Luana was right, she was experienced at this type of work and he wasn't.

'Afraid that if I don't make it, you'll have to fly this thing yourself?' she said, and he could hear the grin in her voice.

'I can fly anything, but the paperwork would be a bitch.'

'You're all heart, Floyd.'

He flicked the current screen away and brought up another, displaying the most reasonable projected course for them to take.

'This is odd,' he said, scratching his chin. 'My screen is showing that asteroid 349 Dembowska is within range.'

At that moment, Luana was cranking open a damaged access panel to the retro thrusters. She was sure that if there had been an atmosphere, it would have emitted a loud, tortured squeak.

Inside, there was some clear damage to the optical cabling, and a diagnostic scan confirmed this. It wasn't serious; she would just have to replace the cabling between the two adjacent junctions.

She talked as she worked. 'The lifepod is programmed to lock onto the nearest power source. There could be a mining operation there. I'm hoping there is. Our only realistic hope is to find asteroid miners.'

'But according to this, there's nothing there. It's just a lump of rock a hundred and forty klicks across. And under the asteroid notation it says in big, scary, don't-screw-with-us letters: "C1 EXPLORATION PROHIBITED".'

'You're right, that is odd. Exploration prohibited is usually intended to warn off prospectors on safety or security grounds. But this is a Class 1 exclusion you say? That means no human exploration, no robot landers and no orbiting probes. Nothing is permitted within ten thousand kilometres. Interesting.'

'And we're headed there?'

'It appears so,' Luana said, locking the new units in place.

'Well there must be something on that asteroid. If not, then this lifepod is taking us a hell of a long way just to find a lump of barren rock.'

'Now who's being cheery?' Luana asked, with a strong hint of mockery. 'Anyway, I've replaced the damaged cabling in the aft retro thrusters. Could you run a diagnostic for me?'

'Sure thing. Stand-by.' Floyd leaned across to the diagnostic panel and typed in the instruction to the computer. The aft retro thruster screen came up, and each red light flicked over to green. 'Looks good from here. All showing green.'

'Great, I'll secure everything here and head back in.'
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Once they were absolutely sure that systems to the two nacelles were functioning perfectly, Luana decided it was time to give their guests some gravity to make things more comfortable.

At least space sickness wasn't a problem. Everyone on board the Aurora had had a dose of medication administered before they had left Earth, just to make sure there were no unpleasant incidents. While watching a spectacle of exotic, zero-gravity dancing, there were few things that could do more to spoil the mood than having someone projectile vomit nearby. This was why such medication was mandatory, and a single dose would protect someone for at least five years.

'Cockpit to cabin,' she began. 'We've finished running system checks up here and completed repairs. We're in pretty good shape, considering. So, I'm going to fire up the centrifuge. It'll take approximately one minute to spool up to full seventy-five percent gravity. Any objects that are not secured will land on your heads when they are subject to gravity. Actually, they'll just slide down the wall, but best secure them just in case. And make sure you're strapped in until it's up to full gravity. Cockpit out.'

Luana switched off the intercom and exhaled deeply. She looked across to Floyd.

He shrugged and tapped his knuckles to his temple. 'Knock on wood.'

She smiled and reached for the switch, flipped up its safety cover, and pressed it. The button lit up in green. That was it. All they could do now was wait and see if it worked – or tore the ship apart because of unseen damage.

Fortunately, the latter event did not happen. There was a whirring, a hum and a faint clank of machinery starting up. The nacelles began, ever so slowly, to rotate around the central axis of the ship. It was a crude imitation of the Aurora's gravity rings, using centrifugal force to simulate gravity, but was better than nothing.

A minute later, they were up to full strength, spinning without any issues and both Luana and Floyd breathed sighs of relief, fist bumping each other to celebrate this minor victory.

'Time to go talk to the passengers,' Floyd said without much enthusiasm. 'Unless you want to go do it?'

'Oh no, I wouldn't want to deprive you,' she said.

'It's no trouble, really.'

'I'll bet. But I'm captain of this vessel, and as captain I'm giving you a field commission of lieutenant. Now get out there, Lieutenant, or I'll have you up on charges.'

'Yes sir!' Floyd said with a salute and a grin. 'But it's your turn next time.'

'Deal. I'll be down in a few minutes; I just want to run some diagnostics on the nacelles, now that they're up and running.'

Acting First Lieutenant Benjamin Floyd glided out of the cockpit and out into the main cylinder. Directly ahead of him was the hatch to the main storage bay – the unfortunate section five. He thought it best not to dwell on the fact that that hatch was all that protected them from the vacuum of space. Every hatch on the ship was designed to withstand far more pressure than it was ever likely to be asked to resist, but it was still a little discomforting to consider that a small metal hatch was all that stood between them, and the minus two-hundred-and-seventy-degree Celsius vacuum of space.

Just in front of the hatch was a pair of small observation windows on either side of the cylinder. They were just fifteen centimetres across, but were one of the only areas on the ship where one could observe the stars. There were no observation windows in the nacelles as the sight of the stars swirling past would lead to severe vertigo, and no amount of preventative medication would stem the tide of vomit that would ensue. Fabric storage compartments lined every wall, only the two airlocks remaining free.

But right now, he needed to inspect the two nacelles. They could be reached by access tubes and ladders. This was where Floyd had to be careful. Although conditions at the top of the ladder were weightless, at the bottom – inside one of the nacelles – there was seventy-five percent of Earth gravity. Simply launching from the top could easily result in a broken ankle when he hit the bottom at an alarming thirty kilometres per hour.

He was suitably cautious on this first occasion and hopped the last couple of rungs from the bottom.

There was little privacy in these areas. Seats were self-contained units that could be opened out to form a relatively comfortable bed. They came with their own entertainment units with vast libraries of music and video. Researchers had long since concluded that boredom might be the greatest challenge survivors could face, and great efforts had been made to ensure the passengers were kept occupied. Each nacelle was designed to hold twelve people, and sustain them for up to six weeks. That was how long it was estimated a rescue ship would take to rendezvous with them. In theory. Floyd did not like to think what conditions would be like if the lifepod was home to its full complement of twenty-six people. Having said this, the nacelles demonstrated a masterfully inventive use of space. At one end of each nacelle was a rudimentary bathroom, and at the other was a food preparation area, although their emergency rations would not require very much in the way of preparation.

This nacelle, though, currently only had three occupants – two of whom he would happily toss out of an airlock.

'Are you guys okay?' he asked, because he certainly had nothing against the young woman in the scarlet dress.

'Okay,' she answered hesitantly. 'Do you have any idea what happened to the Aurora? Dane said he thought it was an asteroid impact.'

'No, we collided with another vessel, Ms...?'

'Shaw. Suzy Shaw. I'm a performer in the Starlight Lounge. At least I was until... Are we linking up with the other lifepods?'

Floyd had been dreading this, but was glad to spare Luana the ordeal of being the bearer of such tragic news. He glanced around, and up, noting that everyone, from both nacelles, was listening. With a sigh he sat down next to Suzy and took her hand.

'I'm afraid not,' he said as gently as he could, but loud enough for everyone to hear. 'It appears that we're the only survivors from the Aurora. We've run extensive sensor sweeps and sent wide bandwidth hails, but there's been no response from other surviving ships. There's no getting away from it: we are the last surviving lifepod. I'm... so sorry.'

'It's okay,' she said with a weak smile. 'No, of course it's not okay, but—'

'I understand what you mean. No part of any of this is okay.'

A tear rolled down her cheek. 'I saw most of my friends die, right in front of my eyes. I thought I was going to die as well. I wish I had. I feel so guilty. I should have been with them.'

Floyd recalled the bizarre sight of a dozen chorus girls running through the atrium, only to be sucked out into space. 'None of that was your fault, and nothing would have been gained by your death. You did nothing to let them down.'

He gently placed her hand back on her leg and stood.

'Funny ain't it, Mr. Floyd?' Max Landry said. 'Of all the people who could've ended up on this ship, it had to be you and me. What d'ya say we let bygones be bygones and work together.' 

He proffered a hand, but Floyd simply stared at it, his face a swirling mess of emotions, none of them definable; none of them good.

Floyd walked the few paces to where Landry sat, unsure of what he was going to do. He wanted to kill him. He wanted to grab him by the throat and squeeze the life out of him. He wanted to beat him until he was a bloodied pulp. He could think of all manner of unpleasant things that he could do to the gangster.

Instead, he bent over until his face was barely three centimetres from his antagonist's. 'Let me make one thing clear, Max. You are under arrest. You're my prisoner and when this is over, you're going to jail. We are not allies. We are not friends. You're a common crook. Got it?'

He stood again, but did not take his eyes off the shorter man. Landry just smiled, not phased in the least.

'Sooner or later, you're going to need me, Mr. Floyd. You mark my words. You'll need me, and I'll be there to help you. I think you can guess what I'll want in return.'

Floyd said nothing, but turned away. His eyes fell on Suzy once more. She sat there, looking forlorn and lost, a shiver running through her. She still wore the scarlet costume that looked ridiculous in this situation.

'We'll see if we can find you some clothing that's a little more... appropriate, Ms. Shaw.'

She looked up at him, and then down at her body, acting as if she had only just realised she was still dressed as a nightclub entertainer. She smiled again. 'Thank you.'

'What about me?' Celeste said, holding her hands out to draw attention to the fact that she was still wearing a light summer dress, her arms and shoulders uncovered, the material too thin to offer much protection. 'Don't I get anything? Or are you just looking after your girlfriend? Your new girlfriend, Benny.'

Floyd tried to conceal his fury, but predictably was only partially successful. She had caught him off guard with this remark, as unfounded as the accusation was. There was a reason Celeste Karlin was one of the best lawyers in San Diego. She could manipulate people with the deftest of touches, uncovering their weaknesses and exploiting them to the full. She was brutal in the courtroom, and could easily turn those talents to whatever situation in which she happened to find herself. Suzy Shaw was an extremely attractive young woman; there was no getting away from that. She was a professional singer and dancer. It was her job to look good. For a heterosexual man to deny this would have been a ludicrous conceit. But acknowledging this did not mean he had any intentions in that regard. An innocent man wrongly accused is the easiest to manipulate. In another situation, he might tip his notional hat to Celeste for such a superbly well executed job. But not here, not now.

'We'll find you something.' He managed to say this without suffixing it with: "you traitorous bitch".

Floyd turned and headed up the ladder, turning a hundred and eighty degrees at the top, and descending into the other nacelle where he dropped lightly.

'Anyone here need some fresh clothing?' he asked, knowing that they had heard every word that had just been spoken.

'I may be needing a change of underwear,' Dane Jefferson said. 'Damn near soiled myself back there on the Aurora.'

'I'm sure you can make do for now,' Floyd replied with a smirk.

'I think we could.' Another man stood, young and dark haired. 'My name's Conor Jax and this is my wife, Tamara.'

To Floyd, neither looked old enough to be married. But then again, this was just a reminder that he was not getting any younger.

'I really could do with something fresh,' Tamara said.

'I'll see what I can do,' Floyd said, but then he turned his attention to the unconscious figure in the far bed. 'What about our friend here?'

'I don't think a clean set of clothes will help him, bud,' Dane said.

'No, I mean, how's he doing?'

Tamara stood and went over to the man. 'He hasn't stirred since we got here. I've hooked him up to an IV and systems monitor. All we can do now is let him sleep. He's breathing okay but he had a nasty bang on the head. I'll keep an eye on him.'

'You seem to know what you're doing,' Floyd commented.

'I spent two years as a med-tech at Johns Hopkins, so I know the basics.'

There was the sound of movement from above, and a second later Luana dropped into the nacelle.

'How're we all doing here?' she asked brightly.

'We're holding up,' Conor said.

'Who do I see about a refund?' Dane asked.

She chuckled, her eyes roaming around the nacelle. 'I'll see what I can do when we get home. How about the...' As her gaze fell upon the unconscious man, the smile froze on her face, before slowly fading away.

Floyd had a sudden feeling of dread. 'What? What is it? Who is he?'

She strode over to the figure and yanked him upright, her face a mask of furious hate. 'Wake up!' She slapped him on both cheeks, the head lolling lazily. 'Wake up you bastard!'

Floyd flung his arms around her and dragged her away, the figure slumping listlessly back down. Tamara rushed over to tend to her patient, checking the IV and respiration monitors were still attached and working.

'Luana, who is he?' Floyd demanded.

She shrugged him away, but did not go back to have another go at the man. However, her gaze did not stray from him, her eyes like lasers piercing him with twin beams of pure, unfiltered hate.

'Paska,' she spat. 'Second Lieutenant Grant Paska.' She looked around at the shocked faces that stared back at her. 'Let me know, the minute he wakes up.'

Without waiting for a response, she turned and was quickly up the ladder and back within the safety of the cockpit.
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Hanging at an absurd angle, Floyd began his series of checks. Air supply 100%, temperature normal, humidity level 50% and stable, thrusters at full capacity, electromagnets working. He was singing from the same checklist as Luana had the previous day, but today was different. He would be accompanying her for an EVA.

He looked across the cockpit at her, and then down at himself. The suit fit her like a glove, accentuating her curves as it clung to her body. The suit had to be skin-tight to function properly. On her, this was an advantage. She looked great in hers. He looked terrible, the suit bulging in all the wrong places and, even worse, flattening another area that he really wished would have some kind of presence. Anything at all. But no. Ben Floyd might as well be a eunuch.

'All set?' Luana asked as she finished her checklist. Her voice was electronically modified, and it was disconcerting seeing her two meters away, yet seeming to be speaking into his ear.

'All systems nominal. Suit systems, anyway. I look ridiculous in this thing. You look fantastic, like you were born to wear one of these. I look like a Thanksgiving turkey.'

She chuckled and wiggled her backside at him. 'You don't look so bad. These suits are just not very forgiving. Now, shall we?'

He waved, and she led them out of the cockpit and through to airlock one, set into the ceiling of the cylinder.

Floyd dragged a rolled-up parcel along with him, which was tethered to his belt. This was the important stuff. After surveying the external damage to the storage bay on her previous excursion, they had, after a lot of discussion on the subject, decided that it needed to be sealed, even if only fairly loosely. The parcel contained a large sheet of flexi-steel which was not, despite the name, actual steel, but a laminate of multiple layers of aluminium and organic polyamide. It was as tough as leather. No, tougher than that, even. It was more like a medieval knight's chainmail, but a lot more flexible.

Floyd had voiced his concerns to her about the pressure on the storage bay hatch, and she too had a nagging, possibly irrational worry that it could give way. If it did, then everyone would instantly be flushed out into space, and that would end their adventure there and then. So, they decided that it would make them both feel better if the gaping rent in the hull could be sealed.

Luana opened the inner airlock hatch and the two of them, together with their cargo of flexi-steel, eased themselves up until they were inside the airlock and the hatch could be sealed behind them. 

Floyd could hear air being sucked out of the chamber, and as it was, felt the suit adjusting itself around him. The design suddenly made sense to him; it only worked properly once in a vacuum. That didn't explain how Luana managed to look quite so good in hers from the moment she put it on. He concluded that she must be one of those freaks who could effortlessly look good in anything, at any time and in any situation.

Once the air had been completely expelled, they fist-bumped to affirm that both were ready.

'I've got a small confession to make,' Floyd said. 'I've never actually been in space before. Not without a nice, sturdy ship around me.'

'Oh, there's nothing to it,' she said, and sounded genuinely sincere. 'You shouldn't need to adjust your environmental controls at all. They will adapt to changing conditions automatically. Same with the sun visor, so you won't get blinded. The only thing you need to worry about is your thruster controls. It's simple enough to operate. Just remember to use small inputs. Gently does it is the key. Okay?'

'Sure. Let's go.' He surprised himself at how positive he sounded.

Luana opened the outer hatch, and they felt a slight tug as the last vestiges of atmosphere tugged at them. It was a sobering reminder that if the airlock hadn't been decompressed, they'd have been shot out into space like a pair of cannon shells.

They gently eased themselves outside, and Ben Floyd finally knew what it felt like to fly in space. For an instant, he felt a giddy elation as he spun around and could see three hundred and sixty degrees in any axis. He had only been focusing on the technical aspects of extra vehicular activity, and had not stopped to think how wonderful it would feel to be out here, a part of space itself, at one with the stars.

'It's amazing,' he mumbled, and Luana smiled at his joy.

'It sure is.'

'I recognize these stars,' he said, pointing up. 'But... they're not twinkling.'

'They don't twinkle from inside the lifepod, either,' she pointed out.

'True, but out here it just seems more real. More immediate. The whole universe is just spread out in front of us.'

'You don't have to tell me,' she said, feeling the infectiousness of his words and becoming caught up in his enthusiasm. 'You wouldn't believe how many hours I've put in doing EVAs, just so I can experience this.'

Every few seconds, one of the nacelles would swoop past as they cartwheeled perpetually. Even this seemed to have a kind of beauty to it, an elegance that he was sure had long been lost on the ship's designers.

'I don't blame you. It feels like... I don't know, like the universe has texture now, whereas before it was a flat canvas.'

'Okay, time to get to work, Buzz.'

'Aldrin?'

'No, Lightyear.'

And that brought him back to reality. He spent a couple of seconds more to marvel at the galaxy, before concentrating on what he should be doing.

'I'm going to experiment with the manoeuvring jets,' he said. 'I'll try not to go shooting off into space, but be ready, just in case I overcook it.'

'Okay, off you go.'

The two of them hung there, a meter above the ship, thrown into shadow with each pass of the nacelles. Floyd very tentatively touched the control to propel him up and away from the airlock. It worked. Sort of. He was now moving away from the ship at around a meter every couple of minutes. He tried two more quick bursts, and that had more of an effect. He was now moving away at a much more respectable one meter every couple of seconds. A couple of bursts in the other direction, and his ascent slowed almost to nothing. He brought himself back down until he was back in front of Luana.

'So easy, a kid could do it,' he said.

'Yeah, because going up and down is all there is to it. Come on, Buzz, let's get this sheet unfurled.'

They got to work, unwrapping the flexi-steel like a picnic blanket and laying it over the huge hole in the top of the ship. It was safe to leave it there. The sheet was hardly likely to blow away in a breeze.

'We need to secure this thing,' Luana said.

'I know. I'm thinking the dorsal retro supports would be ideal.'

'That's what I was thinking. There are twenty-four bolts securing each one, and four mounting blocks on each side, which should give us—'

'A hundred and ninety-two bolts in all,' he interrupted, determined he wasn't about to be out-mathed. 'Hope you haven't got a hot date tonight, because this is going to take us a while.'

'Well, nothing I can't cancel,' she sighed, and the two of them settled down to attaching the first ninety-six bolts.

'What's he like?' Floyd asked after a couple of minutes of silence.

'Who, my hot date?'

'No, your buddy. Grant Paska.'

'Oh,' she said, suddenly deflating. 'I don't know, really. We've served on two full cruises together. Well, one and a half. There's something off about him.'

'Off?'

'Yeah, as in he's not quite there. Not that he's insane or anything like that, just distant. Aloof. I put a lot of that down to him being Martian. They can be a bit strange.'

'But you didn't like him.'

'Not really. I mean I never said anything. When you're an officer on a starliner, you try to make sure you can get on with anybody. Not him, though. He made me feel uncomfortable.'

'But I take it you never thought he would do something like sabotage the ship.'

'Oh no. Why would I? Why would someone do something like that? It's crazy.'

'It's mass murder, and he's clearly found a way to rationalize it. Somehow, killing four hundred people makes sense to him. It serves a purpose.'

'Maybe he was jealous of the wealthy passengers. Your guess is as good as mine,' she said, securing another bolt. 'He's a Martian, and you know how weird they can be. Or maybe it's his size. He's short, by anybody's standards, and particularly so for a Mars born.'

They were making good progress, and pretty soon, they had secured most of the bolts on one side of the ship, holding the flexi-steel sheet nice and tightly.

Luana took hold of the other side of the sheet and gave a quick burst from her jets, propelling her backwards.

'At this rate,' Floyd said, 'we should be done in the next half hour.'

'With luck, yeah. It's lucky—'

That was the moment disaster chose to strike.

It seemed to happen in slow motion. Luana had gone to give another short burst of her jets, but instead of being pushed backward, toward the starboard side of the ship, she went straight down into the jagged fissure in the hull. The instant she made contact, she knew she was in trouble. Serious trouble.

Her backside – which Floyd had found so appealing when first seeing her in the cockpit – snagged on a sawtooth sliver of metal. It sliced through the organic polyamide like a scalpel, cutting a rough line four centimetres long.

'Floyd!' she cried as she realised what was happening.

Before the suit had time to react to the sudden pressure drop, air burst from the hole and she was catapulted from the ship, like an inflated balloon that has been released to fly around a room.

Floyd watched her go with horror, her body tumbling and rolling, her direction random. He fired his own jets. Not with gentle bursts this time, but with one long, concentrated thrust. He shot after her, executing a ninety-degree roll so he could see where she was.

He was way off, Luana shooting away in a thirty-degree different direction. He could see her attitude jets trying to get control, attempting to stabilize her rate of roll, reduce her momentum. But everything she tried just sent her off in a new direction, her body tumbling so fast that she could only see the universe as a blur.

'Luana, cut your thrusters!' he shouted.

'But I need to get control,' she shouted back. 'I can't—'

'Do it! Now!'

She did as she was told.

With her streaking away still, but in a roughly straight line, he accelerated after her.

'I'm fifty meters from you,' he said. 'Keep calm and hold steady.'

There was no response.

'Forty, thirty, twenty, ten.'

Floyd reached out to grab her, his hand touching her arm, fingers sliding along it. In an instant, he was past and moving away from her again.

'Damn it,' he cursed, and fired his reverse jets to try and make it back to her. He found that using the thrusters for lengthy, sustained bursts caused severe vibration, and it was difficult to even see Luana through blurred vision.

He eased off on the power again. Ahead, he could see Luana's figure flailing wildly as she tried to get a hand on the breach in her suit. At least she was still conscious, he thought. They were approaching one another at a frightening rate, their combined speed probably thirty meters per second. He hit his braking thrusters, feeling his eyeballs compressed into his skull. Blurred vision was almost impossible to deal with, but now he faced blacking out, his vision gone altogether.

Floyd's mind swirled as he tried to make impossible calculations. Luana was probably a hundred meters away at the point he was blinded. He estimated they had been closing at thirty meters per second. That meant they would hit each other in around three seconds. But his braking thrusters were decelerating him at an unknown rate, which would increase that time to maybe five or six seconds. How long had elapsed? Four or five seconds?

He cut power and flung out his arms and legs wildly. He was still effectively blind, only able to roughly make out light from dark and only caught sight of the figure at the last instant. There was no time to react, no time to move. He clenched his fist and through some miracle that he was never going to question, caught hold of something. It slipped through his fingers, sliding along until he touched a hand. Luana's hand.

They clung onto one another like a drowning man clings onto a piece of driftwood.

'Floyd?' Luana asked, sounding exhausted.

His vision was clearing, the spacesuited figure resolving into a recognizable shape. He dragged her to him and they embraced, clinging to one another like long-separated lovers.

'Yeah, let me... Let me try and get that leak.'

He felt around the back, down to wear he thought the tear was. It had opened up into a flap, frozen flesh protruding from the torn polyamide.

'How's your air?' he asked as he reached into his belt and retrieved a patch and spray adhesive.

'Bad. Down to under ten percent and dropping, but not too quickly.'

Her voice sounded edgy, like she was talking through clenched teeth. He sprayed all around the tear and slapped the patch over it. The adhesive would only stick to the organic polyamide of the suit, and not her exposed skin. The adhesive that came into contact with her flesh instantly became an anaesthetic, a liniment and moisturizer, all rolled into one.

'There,' he said, 'that should see you right until we get back to the ship.'

'You enjoyed slapping that patch on my ass way too much, Floyd,' she said, but still sounded tired and in some pain.

'What can I say? A man's gotta do what a man's gotta do.'

Floyd looked around them and finally caught sight of the lifepod, hanging in the sky above them. Or below. He really couldn't get his head around this arbitrary realm where up and down were merely a subjective point of view. The ship was three or four hundred meters away.

'Right, leave your thrusters alone for now, Luana. Hold onto me tightly. I'm going to fire my jets now.'

'Got it.'

He vectored the jet upwards and fired it.

Nothing happened.

He tried again, and again nothing.

'Er, I might have a problem here,' he said.

'What's your propellent tank reading,' she asked.

Floyd checked and sure enough, it was reading a big, fat zero.

'You're right. I'm empty. What've you got?'

Luana checked her own gauge. 'Not good. Propellent is down to under five percent. Not enough for a sustained burst.'

'But maybe enough to intercept the ship. The problem is, we're aiming at a moving target. Can you estimate a vector and burn duration that'll intersect with the ship?'

'I can try, but it'll be little more than guesswork.'

'Do it. I'll hang on to you, then.'

'Okay, here goes.'

Luana gave a brief burst from her thrusters and the pair of them began to drift ponderously toward a tiny point in space where she estimated the lifepod would be when they got there.

'That's all I want to use for now,' she said. 'Whatever's left we may be able to use for a course correction or deceleration.'

'Well, we'll find out in good time,' Floyd said. 'Well done. How's your air now?'

'About six percent. I'm not sure it'll be enough to get me back to the ship. You may need to operate my thrusters to get you home.' She said this in a matter-of-fact tone, unemotionally acknowledging that she could well be dead before they got to within range of the lifepod.

'Don't worry, I'll get us home. Tell me, did he strike you as the jealous type?'

'What?' she said. 'Who?'

'Paska. You said you thought he might be jealous of the wealthy passengers.'

'Oh, yeah. Seems a long time ago we were talking about that. There was something about him that just wasn't right. It wasn't anything he said, but you just got the feeling there was more going on with him than he let on. But I really had the impression he hated the super-rich, so it seemed a little odd that he would put himself in a position where he was in contact with them for so much of the time.'

As she spoke, Floyd kept a close eye on the lifepod and their speed and direction. Luana's "best guess" was astonishingly good, and from what he could see, there would only need to be a slight course correction.

'Odd, yes, but there probably is some logic to it somewhere,' he said. 'So, you're sure he did it? You're sure he was responsible for destroying the ship?'

'Yeah, he did it. I'm sure of it. He... Sorry, what was I saying?' She sounded more exhausted than ever.

'How's your air, Luana?' he asked, now seriously concerned.

'My what?'

'Your air, Luana. Check your gauge.'

She lifted her arm and held her wrist against the visor of her helmet. 'I can't see very well. I'm just going to...'

'Luana? Luana!' He shouted.

'I'm just gonna have a little sleep. Just for... just for a minute...'

'Luana, you need to stay awake.' Floyd shook her gently, and then again, more forcefully, but she had gone limp. Aside from a low groan, she said nothing else.

In another minute or two, she would be dead, so he had no choice but to act. The lifepod, he estimated, was up to five minutes distant. That delay had to be shortened. He took hold of Luana's arm and checked the readout on the screen. Air was, indeed, down to zero, and her thruster was at three percent. He made a slight change to the vector of the jet, and fired it.

He and Luana shot off in the direction of the ship, accelerating for five full seconds before the thruster spluttered to nothing. They were now flying toward the ship at a dizzying fifteen meters per second. Floyd would have just one chance to make this work. One chance to save them both. If he failed, they would go floating off into outer space forever.

Lifepod 11 loomed before them, its hull still displaying the scorch marks from when it had made its desperate escape from the Aurora. It grew larger in his visor with each passing second, until it filled his field of vision. The nacelles swooped around, and in his head, Floyd was sure he could hear them going whoosh-whoosh-whoosh as he approached.

Luana was a dead weight he clutched in one arm, leaving the other arm free to grab a hold of the ship. As long as they weren't smashed away by the nacelles, like a tennis player hitting a volley, they would hit the lifepod roughly amidships.

He braced himself, his body going tense and Luana feeling even more limp in his grasp. A nacelle swooped past, missing them by less than a meter. Floyd held his breath as it did, willing it to miss them. He had just a heartbeat left to act.

The two of them hit the ship right at the rotating mid-section, the cylinder turning slowly, but Floyd unable to grasp anything. Panicked, he scrabbled on the smooth metal, clutching for anything that would suffice as a handhold, but there was nothing. 

They slid back, their own momentum dragging them toward the rear of the craft. In another couple of seconds they would have slipped off the stern and be flying off into space.

And then Floyd saw their salvation.

It shimmered before them, like a victory flag frozen in time. The sheet of flexi-steel hung in space, one side secured to the ship, the other pointing out into the heavens.

Floyd snatched it, feeling the material in his fingers, sliding. He clutched it with every fibre of strength he possessed, and it held firm.

For a second.

There was virtually no elasticity in the material, so as soon as the sheet had gone taut, Floyd and Luana were slammed against the side of the ship again. The impact jarred his whole body, his grip loosening for a moment.

With horror, Floyd felt the material sliding through his fingers again. He tightened his grip, and this time managed to hold on.

Gasping for breath and fighting the exhaustion that threatened to overcome him, Floyd dragged them both toward the airlock and punched the control that opened the outer hatch.

He had felt nothing from Luana for over two minutes, her body completely lifeless against his.

Floyd prayed she was still alive, that somehow there were a few molecules of air left to sustain her.

Manhandling the two of them into the airlock wasn't as easy as he would have liked. Luana's long legs, although an aesthetic attribute, seemed disinclined to go into the aperture without some coaxing. Finally, he had them both inside and punched the control to close the outer hatch.

'Computer, repressurize,' he ordered, but nothing happened.

Floyd cursed, remembering that he needed to key the mike first.

'Computer, repressurize!' he shouted again, and this time hearing the blissful sound of air hissing into the small cylinder that held them.

Floyd quickly detached first her helmet, and then his own. Luana's lips were blue, her eyelids half closed. He touched two fingers to her throat, but could find not even a hint of a pulse. Placing one hand behind her neck, he used the other to prize her mouth open. She offered no resistance, so he pushed his mouth against hers and exhaled deeply, pulled away to take another lungful of air, and repeated the action.

Still no response.

Propping her body against the cylindrical wall of the airlock, he began heart massage, pushing the palms of his hands firmly against her chest. Pump-pump-pump-pump-pump.

Nothing.

Pump-pump-pump-pump-pump.

Nothing.

Pump-pump-pump-pump-pump.

Two more breaths.

Pump-pump-pump-pump-pump.

A strangled gasp escaped her mouth and she coughed, spluttered, and breathed a long, deep, glorious breath.

Luana opened her eyes and saw Floyd staring back at her with a look of riotous joy on his face.

'Clurkit,' she croaked, swallowed, and tried again. 'You did it.' Her words were barely more than a whisper, but were the sweetest melody to Floyd's ears.

'Just about. How do you feel?'

'Okay. Better than being dead. A funny tingling in my butt cheek. I get the feeling it's going to hurt like hell when it thaw's out.'

'Yeah, it was exposed to open space for way longer than is healthy. But don't worry, I'm sure Tamara will have you fixed up in no time.'

Luana frowned and looked thoughtful.

'You know,' she said, 'do you think you could do it? I'd rather my ass wasn't the number one topic of conversation for the foreseeable future.'

Floyd felt himself blush. He actually blushed, and cursed himself silently for it. 'Okay, as long as you're sure.'

'I'm not asking you to bear my children or anything.'

He laughed, and almost made it sound genuine, and not the nervous laugh of a teenage boy about to see a girl naked for the first time.

This wasn't how Ben Floyd had seen this day panning out.
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Luana and Floyd floated with their backs to the aft storage area hatch, ensuring they weren't actually touching it. With the storage bay interior still annoyingly open to space, the hatch was frozen, ice covering the small window and spreading out like spiders' legs. Floyd made a mental note to put some insulation over it, before someone fell asleep and found themselves stuck to the hatch. If Luana's experience the previous day had been anything to go by, a frostbitten backside would be a painful episode.

The small observation windows in the cylinder didn't have this problem. They were designed to be exposed to space and were insulated accordingly.

Luana had emerged from their adventure reasonably well, with no long-lasting effects. An enzyme-based regenerative dressing covered the affected cheek, which would remain tender for a few days, but other than that and a few bruises, she was perfectly healthy.

Six pairs of expectant eyes stared back at them, their owners all hovering in the central cylinder. An inspection of the ship's supplies had uncovered clothing. It was just uniform pants and shirts, designed to adjust their size to individual requirements, but they served a function. All were a pale grey, but anything would have been an improvement over Max Landry's Hawaiian shirt.

'Here's the situation,' Luana began. 'We have plenty of fuel and oxygen. Water reclamation is near a hundred percent so that's not a problem either. However, our food reserves are critically low. Most of the food was lost in the collision, but the emergency ration packs will keep us alive. Celeste has calculated that the ration packs will last for forty days. Flight time to our destination is forty-two days, so I've decided that we will eat Dane to make up the shortfall.'

All eyes fell on the Jamaican, his dreadlocks flying like the tentacles of a sea anemone in the zero-gravity environment. 'Hey baby, fine by me. And I know just the place you can start.'

Luana's face screwed up as she tried to expunge that mental image from her overactive imagination. 'On second thoughts, it may be better to just go a little hungry.'

'Hey, this is good stuff. Guaranteed no indigestion.'

'Quiet, Dane.'

'You be wanting cream sauce with that?'

'Enough! Shut up and never say anything again. Ever.'

She shook her head, as if trying to rid herself of a particularly annoying insect. 'Now, communications are still a problem. We're receiving background radio chatter from Earth, the Moon, Mars, Jupiter and numerous ships in between. Even the scientific research station on Triton, but no one is responding to our messages. We seem to be transmitting as far as I can tell, but we're just not getting any replies. Which means either no one is answering - unlikely - or there's a fault that I've been unable to detect. I'm not a comms expert, so is there anyone here with any relative experience?'

No one spoke for a few seconds, and just when she was about to move on, Dane put his hand up. Or rather, down. As he was floating upside down at the time, it would be a moot point as to which was accurate.

'I've done a little work on comms systems software before. I could take a look at it for you.'

'Okay, see what you can do with it.'

'That's as long as you haven't eaten my arms off by then.'

'We'll try to be selective and only eat the useless bits. Like your brain.'

'It's no trouble,' Dane continued, undaunted. 'You wouldn't believe the dexterity I have in my toes.'

'Shut up, Dane!' The words were harsh, but the tone anything but. She, like Floyd, recognized the importance of someone like Dane Jefferson to a small group adrift in the cosmos. They were all either going to love him, or he would be found dead somewhere in the next couple of days. 

'Your customer service technique could use a little polishing, sweetheart,' he said, his bottom lip thrust out, but he gave her a wink.'

'Now,' she said in a tone that said all too clearly that it was time to move on. 'The computer has located a power source on a small asteroid known as 349 Dembowska. That's what we're heading for. We're hoping that this power source is a crewed mining operation. The lifepod is equipped with an extensive vid library, eBooks and interactive games. We're in pretty good shape, so everyone try to stay positive. Keep focused on that.'

Apart from Dane, no one else had uttered a word, but when there was a question, it came from the unlikeliest of sources.

'What do you think our chances are really?' Tamara Jax asked quietly. 'I mean, how likely is it we'll find a mining base on this asteroid? A mining base with people, not just robots.'

It was a fair question and needed to be addressed. She could give them any number of mollifying platitudes, but they deserved some honest answers. Luana glanced across at Floyd, who just shrugged. That was the most honest answer anyone could give to that question, but she knew that a simple shrug would not suffice.

'I wish I could tell you. I wish we had some way of finding out. An energy signature points to some kind of human presence, and the most likely source is a mining operation. I'm fairly convinced that's what it is. However, we have to be prepared for it being a remotely mined operation, consisting of just robots. It's a possibility we have to consider, but right now, it's our only alternative. At least until we get the radio working.

'But I can tell you that I for one have high hopes, and I'm pinning those hopes on finding what we need, getting home, and having some incredible stories to tell. One thing's for sure: we are all going to be celebrities for a while.'

Five of the group nodded with approval, seemingly appreciating Luana's honesty. Fortunately, everyone on board was of higher than average intelligence, and accepted without further question the difficulty of Luana's position. They realised that if they were all going to die on that lonely asteroid so far away, then no one would be blaming her.

Dane hung there upside down with a wistful expression on his face.

'I could be a hero,' he said. 'Babes love a hero.'

'Keep it real, Dane,' Floyd said. 'There's only so much flapdoodle people would believe.'

'Amen to that,' Luana agreed, making it clear the meeting was over and easing herself past the others as she went back to the cockpit.

'"Dane Jefferson: How I saved the Aurora survivors". Jeez, I'm gonna get me some honeys.'

'Well you got six weeks, buddy, to prepare for the monumental disappointment that's coming your way,' Floyd said as he passed.

'Yeah,' Dane said, still with that wistful look in his eye. 'Wait. What?'
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Life inside the small ship had quickly assumed a routine, and different people had taken on specific roles. It hadn't been planned that way; it was just the way things had worked out.

People had gravitated into small groups of likeminded or almost likeminded cliques. Floyd wasn't surprised. This situation was not like the days of the great liners on Earth. When the Titanic sank, survivors in lifeboats could expect to be rescued within hours. In space, the timeframe was likely to be weeks, and the human brain does not react well to long periods of incarceration.

There was plenty of library material on board, but even so, these people would need watching. It would be all too easy for these loose cliques to become rival gangs, and then they really would have a problem.

However, for the moment, things were going as well as they could expect. Landry and Celeste largely kept to themselves, as did Conor and Tamara. Suzy seemed to have gone quiet, but Dane more than made up for this with his boisterous humour.

Luana and Floyd spent much of their time in the cockpit, monitoring and repairing ship's systems and generally staving off boredom. The zero-gravity of the cockpit was also easier on Luana's sore backside. The enzyme dressings had now been removed, and she was well on the way to being one hundred percent fit again. The only reminder of the injury was soreness when she put weight on it, and a bruise the size of Floyd's fist that was now turning from purple to yellow and green. Yes, Luana was more than happy to spend most of her time hanging loosely a few centimetres above the pilot's seat.

This was where Conor found them on the tenth day of the journey.

'Knock, knock,' he said as he floated into the snug cockpit.

'Hey Conor,' Floyd said, turning to look at their visitor. 'What's up, buddy?'

'He's awake.'

Luana turned to look at Conor Jax, then shared a look with her first lieutenant.

Without a word, both pinged the latches on their harnesses and floated free.
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Grant Paska squirmed, the motion strangely organic in the zero gravity. His hands were cuffed behind his back, as were his feet. He was short and stocky, with an expressively large, bushy beard and eyebrows to match that gave him a decidedly Neanderthal appearance. 

Floyd had initially been surprised to find restraints on board the small ship, but the designers had foreseen the possibility that they may be necessary on a long and dangerous journey. Even with all the entertainments available, it was easy for psychoses to manifest themselves, which could easily escalate into violent conflicts. It had happened before in similar situations and would no doubt happen again, so preventative precautions were planned for well in advance.

Luana, as captain, would conduct the interrogation. Paska hung in the air just in front of the cockpit hatch, while the others – all of them, for no one was going to miss this – took whatever vantage point they could.

'Grant Paska,' she began, 'you abandoned your post on the bridge a short time before the Aurora was attacked. You claimed to be heading for the communications array, but the logs showed that the station hadn't been touched in two days.'

Paska looked dishevelled, his hair a spiky mess, the cut on his temple red and filled with dried blood.

'Luana,' he said, 'I know what you're getting at, and I can see how easy it would be to jump to that conclusion. But the simple truth is that I was heading for the array, but was stopped by a passenger requiring assistance. Obviously, I needed to attend to that first. There was a problem with the drinks dispenser in her cabin.'

Luana continued, ignoring the explanation. 'Furthermore, your console on the bridge – the console that it just so happens scanned for long range contacts – had been locked down. Even the captain was unable to gain access.'

Paska shrugged. 'I can't explain that. Yes, I agree that there would have to be a saboteur on board, and the logical assumption is that he – or she – was responsible for locking down the console.'

'So,' she said, leaning forward, 'who do you believe the saboteur was?'

'I couldn't say for sure. The most reasonable subject would be one of the bridge crew on duty at the time. There were four people on the bridge when I left, including you.'

'He's guilty,' Max Landry suddenly butted in. 'You can see it written all over his face.'

'Quiet Max,' Floyd rebuked the Englishman.

'I'm not guilty,' Paska protested calmly. 'I've done nothing wrong.'

'If you're not guilty,' Landry persisted, 'then why are you the only one in here sweating?'

'So would you be if you were tied up and being accused of mass murder in this... this kangaroo court.' He was getting flustered, his agitation turning to bluster.

'Thank you, Mr. Landry,' Luana said, holding up a hand to discourage any further interruptions. 'Paska, before we escaped, I did have just enough time to download your personnel records. You were born on Mars, were you not?'

'Yes, but I don't see what that's got to do—'

'And at university became politically active?'

'It's not unusual for students to take an interest in politics. It's a tradition that goes back centuries.'

'Specifically, in the Martian Independence Movement.'

There was a stifled gasp from one of the observers.

'I ended that association a long time ago. The records show that,' Paska said, trying to wipe some of the sweat from his forehead, but with his hands bound behind his back, failing.

'You were also under surveillance by Martian security because of your association with a man named Luther Kane Lynch. Does that name mean anything to you?'

'Not a thing, but I think you're trying to fit me up.'

'Luther Kane Lynch is well known to the security services on Mars and Earth for being active in a number of MIM terrorist atrocities, including the bombing of the Lunar Transit Station, which killed over two hundred innocent people.'

'He is lying,' Landry interrupted again. 'I've seen it enough times before, and I can tell when someone's trying to deceive me.'

'This is a fix!' Paska cried, fidgeting in the air, twisting and contorting, trying to break loose from his restraints. 'I've never had anything to do with anyone like that. And I'm not lying. I'm not guilty.'

'You are lying,' Luana said coldly.

'I'm not! For God's sake, I wasn't the only one on that bridge. You were there as well. So was the captain and so were two others. How do any of us know it wasn't one of you?'

'Trying to shift blame is the oldest trick in the book,' Landry said. 'I say we toss him out the airlock.'

'This is crazy. Where's your proof? All I can see is flimsy circumstantial evidence.'

Luana raised a hand to silence him. 'How did you disable the defence systems on the Aurora?'

'I didn't!'

'Max is right; he is lying,' Celeste said. 'I've seen plenty of his type in court. Guilty as they come.'

'He's a goddamn terrorist?' Dane said, seeming to wake up and come into the conversation late.

'I'm not a terrorist.'

'You are,' Luana pressed.

'You've got nothing,' Paska hissed through clenched teeth, tugging at his restraints.

Luana stared at him coldly for several seconds as she considered her next move. She knew he was guilty. She was sure of it. Circumstantial evidence be damned. He was a mass murderer.

'Get him in the airlock,' she said without a hint of emotion.

'Wait Luana,' Floyd said, suddenly feeling uneasy. 'Are you sure—'

'Do it.'

Floyd wasn't happy about this, and from the disquieted looks on several faces, he wasn't the only one. But, despite his misgivings, Luana was the captain and he couldn't be seen to contradict her. He clicked his fingers at Dane and the two of them moved to take the struggling form of Grant Paska. Floyd tapped the keypad next to the airlock in the floor and the hatch slid open.

'She's the terrorist!' Paska shouted, twisting his body this way and that as he tried to keep from being pushed into the airlock. 'It's her, I tell you!'

His struggles were to no avail, and once his feet had been manhandled into the airlock, the rest of him followed easily. Floyd looked at Dane, who seemed ready to throw up as all manner of emotions churned around in his head. Floyd himself tried to stay stoic, but he could certainly empathize.

Paska was a coldblooded killer; of that he was sure. And as such, he deserved to die. But not like this. Not at the hands of a self-appointed lynch mob.

'Wait, this is crazy,' Paska screamed as he twisted and writhed.

Floyd tapped the keypad again and the inner hatch slid shut. Both the inner and outer hatches had small observation windows set in them. He saw the frantically squirming figure mouthing something but he could not tell what. He switched on the intercom.

'Let me out! I'm innocent, don't you see?'

'Prepare to open the outer hatch,' Luana ordered.

'Oh Jesus, please, I didn't do anything!'

'You sure you want to do this?' Floyd said to her.

'He's right,' Dane added. 'Hell of a thing to murder someone in cold blood.'

'Then I'll open the door myself,' she said, and glided over to the airlock, pushing the other two out of the way. Her hand rested on the keypad, ready to open the outer hatch. 'Paska, did you disable the defence array on the Aurora?'

'What? No. I'm innocent!'

'Did you disable the Aurora's manoeuvring capability?'

'This is so unfair,' Paska snivelled. The man sounded wretched.

'I'll give you a count of five. Five...'

'Luana,' Floyd said quietly. 'He's not worth throwing your life away for.'

'...four, three...'

'Yes, yes, I did it,' Paska screamed through desperate tears. 'I'm sorry. I did it. I did it. I disabled the manoeuvring thrusters. And the defence array. And the other lifepods. Yes, I'm guilty but please, please don't kill me. I'm begging you! Begging you!'

'What?' Luana said. 'The lifepods?'

'I guess that'd explain why ours was the only ship to get away,' Floyd said.

Luana paused for a moment as she considered this. She imagined what it must have been like for those poor people. Some of the lifepods must have been full and ready to launch. She imagined what it must have felt like to hit the button to release the docking clamps, and for nothing to happen. Or maybe Paska had found a way to disable the engines. Either way, it was a horrible, cruel way to die. They had survived the crumbling ruins of the Aurora and made it to safety. Then they were just trapped there, unable to free themselves as the ship was destroyed around them.

And if this went to court, a good lawyer could well get him off. Even life imprisonment would still be life, which was more than his victims had been permitted.

No, there was only one way to be sure.

'...two, one.'

Luana lifted the safety cover and touched the button that would release the hatch. The button was cool, and wobbled very slightly when she put a tiny bit of pressure on it. She closed her eyes and—

'Wait!' 

This was a different voice. An unexpected voice. Celeste Karlin floated over to Luana and put a hand on her shoulder, turning her just enough for them to face one another.

'A confession obtained under duress would be dismissed by any court in the Solar System. Let him stand trial on Mars or Ganymede. They still have the death penalty, and you won't be tried for murder yourself. If you do this, you will be. I guarantee it.'

'Please,' whimpered Paska.

Luana thought about the other woman's words. They all made sense. There was an inescapable logic to everything she had said. It was just that it was not what Luana wanted to hear. She wanted that man dead. She wanted him to pay. Yes, he would pay, and in the interim he would be made to suffer as he languished in a Martian penal facility.

She eased the pressure on the button and removed her finger from it completely, gently closing the safety cover. 'Keep him in the airlock. I don't want that piece of filth having any luxuries.'

'Oh, don't worry,' Floyd said, feeling like he was deflating as the stress ebbed from his body. 'By the time we reach 349 Dembowska he'll wish you had pressed that button.'

'Amen to that, bro,' Dane said. 'Now can I have that change of underwear?'
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Luana unzipped her tunic and tossed it aside as she took her position in the cockpit, sinking into the pilots' seat. She didn't bother with the harness. Right now, she needed to feel comfortable, and that was going to be much easier in just her vest and no restraining straps.

Without a word, Floyd floated in and eased into the co-pilots' seat.

'I just nearly killed a man,' she said flatly.

'Yep. In fact, you nearly didn't need to. I think he was about to soil himself to death. Literally poop himself inside out.'

She chuckled lightly at that mental image, and a little of the tension ebbed from her body.'

Floyd reached inside his tunic and retrieved a small, flat, silver flask. 'Special occasion,' he said. 'The finest Kentucky Bourbon you'll find in ten million klicks.'

He took a sniff at the top of the flask and nearly fainted from the heavenly smell. He took a small swig, before passing the flask to Luana.

'Here. I don't care what they say, alcohol is the answer.'

She took three healthy gulps and left the flask hanging in the air in front of them. Floyd was right. It tasted good. Really good, and reminded her of the baijiu her uncle used to give her as a girl in Wenzhou.

They didn't say any more. They didn't need to. They just sat there, savouring the taste, savouring the moment.

Luana wondered what Malachy would have done in the same situation. She knew that he had been shipwrecked once before, and spent several days floating in space awaiting rescue. But she doubted he had ever been in a position where he could decide whether or not to end a man's life.

What would he have done? He certainly would not have contemplated murder. Malachy was better than that. He was better than her, and he had taught her better than that.

"There is good in all situations, Luana," Malachy had once told her. "You just have to know where to look for it. Trust me, lass, it'll be there, a twinkling light of good in all the darkness." And he was right. It was always there. No matter how hidden, it was always there.

Luana put thoughts of murder out of her head. It was murder; there was no getting away from that. She could dress it up in more genteel language like 'prosecution', 'elimination' or 'justice', but she was in no doubt: it was murder, and she could not allow herself to think that way. Celeste was right, of course. True justice would be served on Mars or Ganymede, and Luana would then have the satisfaction that Paska had been put to death, and justice would have been served.

This would be the right thing to do. It was what Malachy would have done. Although she could never envisage Malachi taking any satisfaction from the death of another, even under these extreme circumstances.

She looked across at Floyd and gave him a small smile. They had only known each other ten days, but from the instant they met, he had risked his life to save hers. And he kept on doing it. It was no small thing to have someone with her upon whom she could rely.

Floyd reached out and took Luana's hand in his, holding it gently, his thumb languidly moving back and forth, feeling the contours of the back of her hand.

She leaned in closer, her face close enough for him to feel her breath on his top lip. A little closer still, and her lips parted.

'Are you sure this is a good idea?' he asked softly.

'Probably not,' she replied, and pressed her lips against his. 

The kiss was gentle to start with, just a caress as his arms snaked around her waist. They kissed like that forever and for an instant, lips pressed together, parting and pressure increasing. Hands wandered, exploring this new territory, this new forbidden land.

He reached under the vest, feeling her impossibly smooth skin, before pulling his mouth away from hers and lifting the garment over her head. With this barrier cast aside, their tender caresses turned into passionate desperation.

She fumbled with his tunic, his pants. They drifted in the air in a dizzying wave of yearning, kissing, fumbling, stroking, pleasuring...

[image: A map of the world

Description automatically generated with low confidence]

Dane stayed at the airlock entrance, just watching the man below as he stared back up at him. Was he really the murderer of over four hundred people? If so, and it seemed highly likely that it was, then did he feel no remorse for this? Why did he do it?

Dane Jefferson had a very pragmatic view on life. He enjoyed mysteries, but loathed chaos. He just could not fathom Paska's motivations, or how the deliberate destruction of the Aurora could benefit the people of Mars.

He eventually turned away and made for the cockpit to see if Floyd needed any help with Luana. It was a small miracle that he stopped, finger poised over the hatch release. The window into the cockpit may have been small, but was plenty big enough for Dane to see what was transpiring.

'Damn,' he whispered to himself with a grin. 'Atta boy Floydy.'

He turned away, shaking his head, the mischievous grin plastered over his face not showing any sign of evaporating. He decided that, being the honourable gentleman that he was, he would stand guard and let them have their fun in peace.
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Thirteen
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Night is a subjective concept in space. When the stars can be seen at any time, an artificial system of timekeeping must be adopted. On board the lonely little lifepod 11, they had nominally kept to Aurora's shipboard time, which in turn had kept to Greenwich Mean Time. The monotonous tedium of life on board was surprisingly tiring, and keeping to a regimented schedule was challenging.

But, generally speaking, most of the passengers and crew – plus one suspected mass murderer – tended to turn in around midnight. One or two would privately listen to music and be sung to sleep, but it was rare, as they entered their third week, for people to be awake past one in the morning.

Tonight, though, someone did stir.

Luana sat it the pilot's seat, thinking, brooding, pondering, questioning. She had not spoken to Paska since the night of the interrogation, as it had rather ostentatiously been coined. However, the fact that she hadn't spoken to him did not mean that she did not still have questions.

Perhaps she should speak to him. Perhaps he would be more willing to comply after two weeks of misery since he had awakened.

Floyd snoozed next to her. They had made love several times since that first wild and desperate coupling. Subsequent encounters had not been quite as urgent, but were no less enjoyable as a result. She was clearly nowhere near being his first. She had a feeling (although it was not something that she had questioned him on – yet) that he had had a long stream of lovers over the years. But his experience did not make him arrogant, rather he was attentive, and she had not as yet come away feeling disappointed or used as she had done in the past.

She was not exactly a timid virgin herself, she had to admit, and had indulged herself whenever she had felt the need and desire. Being an officer on a starliner was not a career that lent itself toward stable relationships, so most of her sexual escapades had been fleeting, passionate affairs. The company did not prohibit such affairs, but encouraged discretion, which she was happy to abide by. Her academy days were another matter, but everyone experimented at the dawn of adulthood.
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