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      As Setia Zees stepped into the lift to begin her journey to a new life on a new world, she nervously checked over her shoulder. People crowded behind her, waiting to travel up to the spaceport. Men and women, young and old, no faces looked familiar. It was a great relief.

      She turned to face the closing doors, squeezing into the remaining space with her single suitcase, and took a final scan of the crowd. There seemed to be no sign of Arief. Now she was on the emigrants side of the admissions area he should not be able to follow. She was safe.

      The doors closed, the elevator announced the destination, and the ascent began. Almost imperceptibly, it rose smoothly upward to the passenger processing section.

      This elevator and its partner were the only ways to reach the section other than from the air. The extremely limited accessibility was designed to deter people from sneaking in illegally. A berth on any of the three colony ships finally ready to depart after decades of preparation was worth a fortune on the black market. Desperate and crafty would-be stowaways had been discovered within engine housing, supply containers, animal crates, and even furniture—someone had hollowed out a bed about to be flown up to a ship and hidden inside it. One particularly foolhardy individual had fashioned a makeshift spacesuit and tried to strap himself to a shuttle’s hull, unsuccessfully. The image of the small figure plummeting to the ground had made all the news channels.

      The elevator slowed to a stop and disgorged its passengers. Clutching her case, Setia was carried along in the flow. Only when the crush dissipated was she able to take in her surroundings. The long, wide concourse was enclosed above and to one side by a transparent shell and filled with hurrying travellers, the noise of their chatter and footsteps echoing.

      She was not in any particular rush. She’d left plenty of time to make her appointment. But the general excitement coursed through her too. Everyone here was about to embark on a life-changing, historic voyage, a voyage from which there would be no return.

      A man bumped into her. She moved out of the flow of traffic and walked to the outward-facing wall. The processing centre was a bubble protruding from the mountainside. Resting her hands on a rail, she took in the view of the valley, lush and green as it spread to a far horizon under a clear, sunny sky. Unless she changed her mind within the next hour or so, this would be her last sight of Earth.

      She had no intention of turning aside from her path. She had to leave this world, and participating in humanity’s first deep space colonisation expedition was her only means. Remaining on her home planet meant living a life she’d grown to hate yet couldn’t otherwise abandon. It meant living a life that wasn’t hers.

      At the end of the concourse, double doors led to a small balcony where a few fellow travellers stood. Dragging her case, she went to join them. It would be a long time before she would breathe fresh air again.

      A stiff, chilly breeze hit her as she walked out, taking her breath away. Here, the mountainside was visible. She hadn’t realised she was so high up. Fine, powdery snow clung to the rocky slopes, and ice coated the handrail. She blinked as her eyes watered, squinting in the now-unfiltered brilliant sunshine.

      “Mommy! Mommy! Look! There’s another one.”

      The small child with her two parents was pointing at the sky. A shuttle was arriving. Setia had never seen one in real life. Slim-nosed and snub-winged, the giant, red Antarctic Project logo emblazoned on its tail, the silver craft slipped noiselessly through the atmosphere and disappeared over the shoulder of the mountain. The shuttles had been flying for weeks, ferrying passengers and cargo to the starships as they prepared for departure. In a couple of hours, she would be on one of them.

      “We have to go now, honey,” the child’s father urged. “We mustn’t miss our slot.”

      “But I want to see another plane!”

      “We don’t have time,” said the mother.

      When further cajoling didn’t work, the parents picked up the little girl, now in full meltdown, kicking and screaming. The woman rolled her eyes at Setia. She smiled back indulgently, secretly hoping her cabin wouldn’t be anywhere near the family. The parents carried the child out and Setia had the viewing area to herself.

      She breathed deeply, savouring the clean, icy air. What would it be like living on a starship? She’d never been on one. Though she’d watched the vids she’d been sent after paying the final instalment of the fee, she found it hard to imagine the actuality. She guessed it was something like being on an aeroplane, only with more room to move around. Hopefully, a lot more room. She’d only been able to afford the smallest, lowest class of living accommodation, barely more than a bunk. She would be spending most of her days in communal areas.

      At least there was no need to enter cryosleep anymore, not since the skein mappers had discovered⁠—

      “Setia. How nice to see you again.”

      She started and turned. “How did you…?” She hadn’t heard the doors to the viewing area open. Neither had she heard any footsteps.

      Arief smirked. “I am capable of many things. I’m surprised, after all these years, you aren’t aware of that.”

      “I’m fully aware what you’re capable of,” she muttered. She’d almost forgotten how, when they’d first met, Arief had seemed to appear from nowhere. He had appeared from nowhere. She’d racked her brains afterwards, wondering if she’d been mistaken that the alley she’d run down to escape her intended murderer had really been a dead end. But she was sure she was right. Arief had stepped out of thin air, and now he’d done it again.

      Scowling, she told him, “You want to persuade me to go back. Forget it. I’ve paid my passage with my own money that I earned through honest work, fair and square. I don’t owe you anything.”

      “But Elek needs you.” Arief’s tone was light and teasing. He wasn’t even trying to pretend he meant what he said. “And, I might add, you signed a contract.”

      “Elek has a whole security team to protect him, fully trained by me. And I don’t even remember signing a contract.” Yet she didn’t doubt that one existed—a contract signed in a moment of ‘forgetfulness’. Such moments always occurred when she refused one of Arief’s requests.

      “Irrelevant. You need to come back with me, my dear. Forget all this nonsense. Your place is here, not on some godforsaken planet.” Arief gazed out across the landscape, the wind lifting his silver-grey hair, his long, sharp nose turning pink. He’d spoken lightly, as if not fully convinced of his own words. He seemed to be looking at something in the middle distance, though she could see nothing.

      She should leave. She should walk away, return to the warmth of the inner building and the safety of the crowd, but she couldn’t. Her feet were fixed in concrete. He’d fixed them, somehow. “Let me go.”

      He faced her. “I have plans that remain unfulfilled. Plans for you and Elek. You must…” His head swivelled forward and his eyes lost their focus.

      She tried to move. Yet though something was distracting him, his hold on her remained firm. Hopelessness invaded her heart. She’d thought she’d made it. After sneaking out this morning and travelling to the launch site, paying her fare with cash so it couldn’t be traced, she’d felt confident that she’d successfully pulled the wool over Arief’s eyes. How had he known she was here? Had he discovered she’d applied to the colonisation project months ago, and he’d known about her escape attempt all along? Had Elek spilled the beans? She’d thought he’d forgotten about her proposal to come with her.

      “Let me go,” she repeated in a whisper. With a great effort of will, she managed to wrench one foot off the floor.

      Arief fixed her with a piercing stare. “Where do you think you’re going? I haven’t given permission for you to leave.”

      She gritted her teeth. “I’m going to my processing appointment, and then I’m getting on a shuttle that’ll take me up to the—” She gasped.

      He’d grabbed her wrist. A band of iron seemed to have fastened around it. The band was squeezing tighter, cutting off her circulation. She panted, responding to the pain and also the effort of trying to move away.

      Why was he doing this? If he wanted to force her to obey he only had to confuse her with a brain fog, the same as he had so many times before.

      Amusement flickered within the adamantine shell of his gaze. He was enjoying himself.

      “Damn you, Arief! What did I ever do to you? Haven’t you tortured me enough? Find someone else to mess with and leave me alone!”

      “How ungrateful. If it wasn’t for me you would be dead, a corpse rotting in the back alley of an insignificant city.”

      “I didn’t ask you to save me or do whatever it was you did to give me my abilities, and I’ve paid you back with my service many times over. I’m not your slave. I deserve to live my own life.”

      “You deserve nothing.” He leaned over her, his hold on her wrist increasing to agonising tightness.

      He might have frozen her feet but he wasn’t controlling the rest of her. With her free hand she slapped him. His head jerked to the side with the force of her blow—he had made her preternaturally strong, after all.

      When he turned back fury had sparked in his features. “Bitch. You won’t get away with that. If you refuse to come back with me, the least I can do is return you to the ground, the fast way.” He yanked her wrist upward, lifting her from her feet until she dangled in his grasp. He was going to throw her off the balcony!

      There was a flutter of wings and a bird landed on his shoulder. Bright-eyed and sharp-beaked, it was some kind of bird of prey, standing as tall as the top of Arief’s head. Setia wasn’t sure who was more shocked, her or him. He stared at the animal in disbelief. The bird must have flown across from the mountainside, but why it had landed on him and what it intended was unclear.

      He released her wrist and she dropped to the floor. He tried to shoo the bird off, but it jabbed his hand with its beak.

      She could move. Quickly, she took several steps back. Arief noticed but he was too busy dealing with the bird to do anything. It was lunging at his eyes, its talons digging deep into his shoulder. He batted it and ducked and swerved as he tried to avoid the pecks. “Oughh!”

      She should take her chance to get away, but the spectacle of the strange bird had transfixed her. And what the hell was Arief looking at now? He was ignoring the bird. The invisible thing in the middle distance had claimed his attention again. The bird pecked his ear and he winced. His face twisted in exasperation. “Oh, all right!”

      Arief became…smudged. His body began to dissolve. As Setia stared, he became indistinct, transforming into a black haze.

      Its perch gone, the bird beat the air with its wings to fly away. But rather than returning to the mountain it headed toward the passenger area.

      Setia could not take her eyes off Arief.

      He was nothing more than a vaguely man-shaped blur, a dark cloud the wind was rapidly breaking into threads.

      In another second he was gone.

      After staring for a long moment at the empty space, Setia grabbed her suitcase and turned toward the exit. She didn’t know what the hell had just happened, but she was going to get away while she could.

      A young woman dressed in an AP crew uniform stood in the doorway, the bird on her shoulder. But it was not attacking her. In fact, it seemed relaxed and comfortable.

      The woman held Setia’s gaze. “Who was that guy? What did I just see?”

      Setia shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine.” She didn’t want to get into any conversations about Arief, and she didn’t want to be associated with strange phenomena at the processing centre, not when she still had final checks to pass. “Aren’t you worried about that bird?”

      “Loki? He won’t hurt me.”

      “He’s yours?”

      “He helps me out sometimes. That man seemed to be bothering you, so…”

      “That was you? Thanks. He was bothering me, but he isn’t anymore.” Setia looked at the space where Arief had stood. She’d known he was capable of all kinds of things, but not transmogrifying into vapour. Who knew?

      And why had he given up on trying to make her go back to her old life?

      “Which ship are you on?” she asked the woman.

      “The Bres. You?”

      “The same. Thanks again for helping me. I have to go for my interview now.”

      The woman stepped aside and Setia edged past her. “Maybe I’ll see you around.”

      But Loki’s owner was already walking away.
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      The ID checks were extensive. First, Setia had to submit blood and hair root samples, and her inner cheek was swabbed. They took her fingerprints and scanned her retinas. Even her breath signature had to be verified. These were all in addition to the background checks the assessors had undertaken in the hours before she arrived at the processing point. After all, it had been months since her application had been accepted. Who knew what crimes she might have been accused of, what loans she might have defaulted on, or what dependants might have come forward in the intervening time? The assessors certainly did not, and one thing was for sure: if there was the slightest suspicion she was not who she claimed to be or she had unfinished business on Earth, she would not be leaving the planet.

      The medic nodded at a door. “Waiting room’s at the end of the corridor.”

      “Is that it? When I pass I can go to the shuttle?”

      “Huh? Didn’t you read the information we sent you yesterday? Psych evaluation next, then your final interview.”

      “But I did a psych evaluation when I applied…”

      The medic had buzzed the next applicant in and was looking pointedly away from her. Taking the hint, she stepped towards the door he’d indicated.

      “Your luggage, ma’am.”

      She collected the suitcase she’d forgotten. Another head check and another interview? She’d assumed that once her ID was confirmed that would be it—she would be on her way to her tiny cabin aboard the Bres. She’d been too excited and anxious yesterday to thoroughly read the passenger processing document. Surely everything would be okay. She had no psychological issues. What would the final interview be about? Was there still a possibility she might lose her berth? No doubt there was a clause somewhere in the fine print that would allow them to refuse passage in certain circumstances. The voyage would take months. They couldn’t risk an unhinged, vengeful, or malicious passenger jeopardising it. But she was none of those.

      Everything’s gonna be okay.

      The waiting room was nearly full. Only a couple of seats remained empty. A buzz of quiet conversation momentarily stilled as she entered, faces turned to her, and then the chatter resumed. Tension laced the subdued murmurs. One man’s knee jigged. A woman drummed an interface with her fingertips.

      Setia sat down between a petite, nervous-looking woman, who was holding hands with her partner, and a large, burly man with shoulder-length hair sitting in the corner. She pulled her suitcase in front of her as everyone else had done. They were allowed to bring only ten kilos of belongings for the shuttle flight, though additional baggage items could be shipped separately for a fee. She had shipped no additional items.

      The man leant uncomfortably close, pressing his muscular shoulder into her arm. She understood why no one else had taken this seat. His rank body odour had wafted out at the slight movement.

      “Runner or seeker?” As he spoke, he revealed yellow, plaque-encrusted teeth and enveloped her with halitosis.

      Burnap’s balls. The astronomical price of a ticket should have screened out people who couldn’t get their act together sufficiently to keep themselves clean, but apparently not. His question implied he was mentally unwell too. An array of sympathetic and amused glances arrived from around the room.

      Tilting her head away from him and shifting closer to her other neighbour, she replied, “What?”

      “Are you running or seeking? It’s a simple enough question.” When she didn’t answer immediately, he went on, waving a hand expansively, “Everyone in here, everyone on those ships, is leaving Earth for a reason. Some are running away from something. Escaping. Others are seeking something out. Seeking a dream, a wish, a hope. Which are you? Runner or seeker?”

      “What I am is none of your business.”

      “Ha! It might be my business. We’ll all be right in each other’s business up there.” His eyes turned upwards.

      Setia grabbed the handle of her suitcase and pushed it to the opposite side of the room, where there was another empty seat. The odorous man didn’t seem to take offence. He ignored her once she was out of his immediate vicinity.

      Gradually, people were called in for their evaluations and new people arrived to wait. Finally, it was her turn. She was led to an enclosed cubicle and sat down in front of an interface. There were two hundred questions to answer.

      When was the last time you were angry? Why?

      What do you think you will miss most about Earth? Give reasons.

      It was tempting to write answers that sounded good. I hardly ever get angry. Can’t remember the last time. The only thing I’ll miss about Earth is ice-cream.

      But the assessment software would be sophisticated, instantly detecting and flagging anything anomalous for the psychiatrists to take a closer look. And she wasn’t a good liar. In fact, her frank honesty had landed her in trouble more than once. Had she been angry when Arief had tried to prevent her from leaving? Yes. She’d been scared and frustrated, but also angry. Sighing, she gave a short version of the story, leaving out the part about him dissolving into thin air.

      An hour later she gave the instruction to submit, hoping she hadn’t come across as a lunatic. When she stepped out of the cubicle, the assistant took her to another room. Three people sat behind a desk, two women and a man. A second, fairly elderly man sat in the corner behind a console.

      “Setia Zees?” asked the woman in the centre of the three. Her salt-and-pepper hair was short and neatly styled. The man sitting next to her was about her age and wore a military uniform.

      “Is there any doubt anymore?” Setia quipped.

      This was met by a frosty stare. The younger of the two women covered a yawn with the back of her hand.

      “Please take a seat,” said the older woman. As Setia complied, she went on, “I am Kate Lineton, Chief Purser of the Bres.” She gestured left. “This is Lieutenant-Colonel Markham, and my other colleague is Wulandri, Colonisation Coordinator.”

      Setia’s ears pricked up. The coordinator was from her part of the world, typically being known by a single name only. But though Wulandri had to have made the same connection, she didn’t express any sense of solidarity. Mid-thirties and her black hair in a tight bun, she seemed tired and bored.

      “Before we start,” Setia said, “I want to ask, is there still a chance I won’t make it onto the ship? I mean⁠—”

      Lineton snapped, “The Antarctic Project reserves the right to deny transportation to any person up to and including the day of depar⁠—”

      “All right, I get it,” Setia grumbled.

      “It’s in the terms and conditions.”

      “Of course it is. What do you want to ask me?” If they were going to pull her off the list she wanted to get it over with. Maybe Arief wouldn’t find out she was still on Earth, though she had a strong feeling he would.

      “You have an interesting history, Ms Zees,” Markham commented. “There aren’t many people who can say they’ve worked closely with the great Elek. And you’ve been with him right from the start of his career, as I understand it.”

      She winced. She’d known this would come up. Yet she didn’t have, and had never had a rational-sounding explanation for her involvement with the cult leader. For that’s what Elek was, though he would never admit it. “I was asked about that in my first interview. You must have my response in your records. Do I have to go over it all again?”

      “If you wouldn’t mind.” Lineton leaned back in her chair and rested her hands on her lap.

      Markham fixed her with a piercing stare. Wulandri twiddled her thumbs.

      Setia gritted her teeth and began her usual condensed and redacted version of her meeting with Arief, him introducing her to Elek as a new bodyguard, and Elek’s slow but steady rise to national and then international fame via his in-person speeches and events. As always, she left out the most outlandish parts of the story, especially the unnatural strength, agility, and skills Arief had somehow imbued her with. The words to make that sound believable in any way did not exist.

      When she finished her story Lineton had a follow-up question. “And what made you apply to be a colonist?”

      Again, her answers had to be on file, but Setia chose not to point it out. The mood in the room seemed to have shifted. She had a feeling her place on the colony ship had become less secure over the course of her story. But perhaps she was being paranoid. It made sense that they would want to check her answers matched the ones she’d given earlier. If they deviated it might imply she was lying about something. Fortunately, she had memorised them.

      “I’ve always been fascinated by the idea of living on another planet, ever since I was a child. I was so happy when I found out the Antarctic Project had been delayed and there might still be time for me to join it.”

      “You grew up in Spiral City?”

      Setia jerked her head to face Wulandri. It was the first time she’d spoken, and Setia had almost forgotten she was here. “That’s right. I was an orphan and far too poor then to even think about applying. Luckily for me, my circumstances changed.”

      Wulandri’s lip lifted, betraying disgust. That was why she’d been ignoring her. She’d pegged her as low class and unworthy of attention.

      “What attracts you to deep space colonisation?” Lineton asked.

      “The challenge, discovering what it’s like to live somewhere other than Earth, and…I have to confess…the honour and renown of being among the first humans to do it. I know I’ll only be one of tens of thousands, but it’ll be something to tell the grandkids, right? Assuming I find someone to settle down with.” She smiled brightly.

      Lineton nodded. “Perfect.”

      Setia’s smile widened. She’d done it. Her next stop would be the shuttle to the Bres. She’d passed, and she was confident her psych assessment answers had been good too. They’d been similar to the first one she’d done, and she’d passed that so…

      “Almost word for word what you said at your first interview,” Lineton continued. “You have your generic, meaningless answers down pat.”

      Setia’s smile faltered.

      “I admire your determination, Ms Zees, but I’m afraid I have to inform you⁠—”

      “No!”

      “Your application has been unsuccessful⁠—”

      “No! You have to let me on the ship. I’ve left my job, I’ve…”

      “We will cancel any shipments you’ve ordered.”

      “You can’t do this!”

      “I’m very sorry.”

      Lineton didn’t look remotely sorry. Markham was glaring at Setia. Wulandri was picking at her nails.

      “I understand you must be disappointed,” said Lineton, “but I’m sure you know we can’t take any risks. You haven’t been forthright with us. This was your last opportunity to give your true reasons for wanting to join the project. The fact that you won’t divulge them, despite being given several opportunities, is suspicious. Your real reasons may be innocuous or you may be a saboteur, a religious fanatic, or have some other nefarious motive. As I said, I’m sorry. Now, we have many more interviews to conduct today, so if you wouldn’t mind…?”

      “I do mind! I’m not leaving. I’ll tell you why I’m here.” But if she told them, would they believe her or would they think she was making it all up?

      “It’s too late,” Markham barked. “If you won’t leave I’ll call security and have you thrown out.”

      “Please, give me a chance.”

      Wulandri said languidly, “Don’t make things harder for everyone. It’s over.”

      A soft cough sounded in the corner of the room. Setia had forgotten about the elderly man. He’d been silent throughout the interview. Lineton appeared to have forgotten about him too. Her eyebrows lifting in surprise, she turned to face him. “Is something the matter?”

      “She stays.”

      “She…” Lineton checked her interface and then glanced at her fellow interviewers, who looked equally nonplussed. “Are you sure?”

      He didn’t answer, as if he should not have had to repeat himself. Setia’s impression of the hierarchy in the officials present suddenly shifted. She’d thought Lineton was the one in charge, but it was this man.

      Lineton’s shoulders sagged. Markham’s expression became inscrutable. Wulandri looked furious.

      “Welcome to the Project, Ms Zees,” the elderly gentleman said. “Step through that door and follow the signs to the shuttle departure point.”

      Setia got to her feet. “Thank you. Thank you so much.” She walked across to him to shake his hand.

      Appearing bemused, he took her offered hand.

      “Can I ask who you are?”

      “I’m Mapper Robins. Now hurry up and get aboard the shuttle. It leaves in five minutes.”
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      Setia had nabbed the final place. The people behind her in the queue would have to wait for the next shuttle flight, arriving in an hour. She could feel their jealous gazes on her back as she mounted the steps to the passenger door. As she stepped inside, she exhaled. Tingles ran through her. Over the last ten minutes she’d gone from a burgeoning hope she’d finally escaped Arief, to shock and despair, to overwhelming relief. She was on her way to the Bres at last. The future yawned wide, dark and mysterious.

      “Baggage in the forward hold, ma’am,” the attendant said.

      A windowless tube confronted her, filled with people taking their seats in pairs across a central aisle. There were no overhead lockers. A place in front of the passenger section was assigned for luggage. The attendant helped her push her small suitcase into the only remaining space, and then she walked down the aisle, scanning for an empty seat. It would be aboard a vessel like this she would fly to a new planet roughly nine months from now. These people would be her fellow colonists. She’d been so focused on getting away from Earth she’d barely begun to think about what lay ahead.

      Every seat seemed to be taken.

      As she squeezed past someone taking off their coat, a shriek burst out. The couple with the small child were here, already sitting down. The little girl was fighting her father, trying to get up. “I don’t wanna go! I don’t wanna go! I wanna go home. I wanna see Gramma!” The mother, who was sitting in front of her, leaned over the back of her seat, shushing her daughter.

      From the expressions on surrounding faces, plenty of people were thinking the same as Setia: was the little terror going to scream the entire flight?

      A sharp-faced young woman poked her head out from behind the child. Locking gazes with Setia, she beckoned and indicated an empty place next to the bulkhead. “I didn’t want to sit against the wall,” she explained. “Feels weird not being able to look out.”

      After some manoeuvring, Setia sat down. “Thanks. Oh.” Her safety harness had slid out and over her shoulders and waist automatically, closing in a comfortable fit with a soft snick.

      “Cool, isn’t it? I heard they’re bringing them in on commercial aircraft. Of course,” her neighbour added confidently, “the Bres and the rest of the fleet will have the latest of everything. Though it’ll soon be out of date once we’re a few weeks into the voyage.”

      Setia wasn’t sure if the woman was referring to the effects of time dilation—that time would pass comparatively faster on Earth as the starships built up speed—or the general pace of technological innovation, which was so fast these days it was hard to keep track of. She didn’t feel like talking, however, especially not over the noise the kid was making, so she just nodded.

      The crew had sealed the passenger door. Everyone was seated. The aircraft gave a small jerk.

      “Looks like we’re on our way,” Setia’s companion announced.

      The shuttle rolled forward and began to turn. It did feel weird not being able to look out. So the view she’d been enjoying when Arief arrived really had been her last sight of Earth forever. She would have liked to savour the experience, to commit the landscape to memory. If only Arief hadn’t spoiled it.

      “Uhhh…” Setia’s seat companion pointed at her armrest.

      An ear comm sat in a small depression. Setia popped it into her ear.

      The pilot was in the middle of an announcement. “Our estimated flight time is seven hours thirty-five minutes, and that’s a good estimate. We’re expecting a little turbulence soon, but once we’re out of the Earth’s atmosphere it’ll be plain sailing, so to speak.” He paused, perhaps imagining a chuckle from his audience. “You may experience a very short period of weightlessness as the a-grav comes on line, and an adjustment in cabin pressure. Nothing that some determined swallowing won’t sort out. If you have any concerns or issues, please speak to one of the cabin crew, who will be happy to assist you. Otherwise, sit back and enjoy the flight.”

      Setia relaxed and closed her eyes. Almost imperceptibly, the shuttle lifted into the air. Soothing music played from her ear comm. Shrieks and scuffles continued to emanate from the kid but she managed to screen the sounds out.

      Memories flickered across her mind. She recalled hugging Elek goodbye. He hadn’t known it would be for the last time. She hoped he would be okay. He should be, despite the growing rowdiness of his audiences. His security team had been the best she could find. An earlier memory arose, when she’d met him for the first time. Lanky and hairy, he’d reminded her of an orangutan. She lifted the corner of her lip. What had he made of her? Smaller than average, a simple local woman, he must have wondered what had got into Arief’s head to prompt him to recommend her as a bodyguard.

      She stepped back in time. She was running drugs for Pratam again, taking her life in her hands every day, though she hadn’t known it. She been too young, too naive. Back then, the job had felt exciting, and it had been about the only way for someone with no education or connections to make a decent living. She’d felt no guilt about it, quick to dismiss the effects of Pratam’s shit on addicts. If she hadn’t been a go-between, someone else would, right? She shifted uncomfortably.

      She was younger now. Dad was feeding her steamed rice from a banana leaf. He looked hungry, but he didn’t take any for himself. Somehow, she’d sensed his hunger, yet it didn’t stop her from opening her mouth for more. What had happened to her mother? She had no mental image of her at all. Then Dad was gone.

      “I’m not doing it!”

      Her eyes snapped open.

      The annoying kid’s father was on his feet. “Turn the shuttle around! I want to go back.”

      For a brief moment, Setia was utterly confused. It was as if the toddler and her dad had swapped places, the child’s energy flowing into her parent.

      “Sweetheart…” the man’s wife gently remonstrated. “Sit down or⁠—”

      “You’re the one who wanted to do this, not me. This is all your idea. Why should I have to go along with it, huh?”

      “Sir!” exclaimed the flight attendant, running up the aisle. “I must ask you to take your seat immediately.”

      “Let me off the flight!” He clambered over his child. “I want to get off!”

      “That isn’t possible, sir.”

      His partner reached out and grabbed his arm. “Sit down, for god’s sake!”

      “Mommy!” The girl began to wail.

      “Shut up!” her father screamed. “Shut up-shut up-shut up! You’ve been crying ever since we left home. I can’t stand it!” He tried to snatch her out of her seat, but her safety harness held her in place. He fumbled with it—Setia couldn’t see what he was doing exactly. There was a snick as the straps sprang apart, and he yanked the kid into the air.

      “Put her down!” yelled the mother.

      The father gave the child a shake. “Shut up!”

      Setia unfastened her harness.

      The mother leapt to her feet and tried to retrieve her daughter but he wouldn’t let go. Mad rage filled his eyes. He started to shake his daughter harder.

      Setia climbed over her neighbour, who was frozen in open-mouthed disbelief.

      “Sir!” said the flight attendant, “I must insist…”

      Setia didn’t hear the rest. She was distracted by the approach of another figure. A man was racing from the front of the craft. That wasn’t so surprising in itself. The crew member would clearly need assistance in restraining the hysterical passenger. What was surprising was what was happening to the man. A dull grey liquid was gliding over his shoulders and flooding down his arms. The metallic fluid surged around his chest and hips and spilled down his legs. As he lifted one foot, the substance ran beneath it. A liquid hood appeared on his head. A grey wave rushed over his cheeks and gushed down his neck. Within seconds, he was enveloped in a solid yet flexible protective suit, an eye slit the only opening.

      The kid had become a red-faced wreck, her mouth wide open and screaming blue murder. Her head snapped backwards and forwards as her father shook her. The mother couldn’t break her partner’s hold. The armoured man slid to a halt at the scene, but the attendant was in his way.

      “Sir! Sir! Please⁠—”

      Setia punched the father behind his ear.

      Instantly, all tension left his body. As he collapsed, the mother grabbed her daughter from his opening hands. Setia took a step back. The guy was a lot bigger than her and she saw no reason to break his fall. The shuttle would have to make a return journey to drop this nutcase and his family off, inconveniencing her and everyone else. The father sprawled in the aisle, out cold.

      A shocked silence reigned. Even the kid made barely a whimper as her mother hugged her close. When Setia’s attention returned to the armoured man, his protective shield was flowing away, going back to wherever it had come from.

      The attendant helped the mother and child back into their seats.

      The formerly armoured man’s gaze turned to Setia. “Nice punch. That wasn’t by accident, right?” His dark brown hair was close cut and matched his keen eyes. He was military—shipboard military, assigned to the shuttle in case of exactly the kind of passenger breakdown they’d just witnessed.

      She shrugged a non-committal answer. After nearly losing her berth, the last thing she’d wanted to do was attract attention, but she’d felt sorry for the kid.

      Her seat companion stood to allow her to edge past and return to her place. As the soldier stooped to grab the unconscious man under his armpits, he caught her eye again. “Fancy joining the ship’s guard?”

      She gave her head a little shake and looked away.

      “If you change your mind, talk to Lieutenant-Colonel Markham. Military personnel get special perks.”

      “I’ll think about it.” She hoped her reply would make him leave her alone.

      “I apologise for the recent disturbance.”

      The disembodied pilot’s voice sounded in her ear, making her jump. She’d forgotten about the comm. She reached up to remove it.

      “We will be returning to our departure point, and once⁠—”

      Placing the comm in the armrest depression, she leaned back.

      “Wow, that was something,” said her neighbour. “The psych evaluations weren’t as good as I thought.”

      “Guess not,” Setia murmured.
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      Displayed on the seatback screen in front of Setia was a metallic disc, its edge thickened. The Bres’s hull was drab—no need for polish where metal wouldn’t rust and there was no one to impress—though the Antarctic Project logo stood out clearly.

      The colony ship had once been a gigantic corkscrew, she’d heard, wrapped around a central propulsion system. The turning of the screw would have mimicked Earth-like gravity, essential for the health of the colonists on the long voyage. Revelations resulting from the Britannic Alliance’s encounter with extraterrestrial life forms on a foray into deep space had changed all that. Now, with the invention of a-grav, there was no need for the ship to spin. The time it would take to reach the first colony planet had been drastically shortened too, from years to months, meaning no cryosleep chambers.

      The re-built Bres resembled a doughnut without a hole. It was impossible to guess her size but it had to be vast. Twenty thousand colonists would inhabit this vessel alone. The smaller, more distant, shapes of her identical sister ships, the Balor and Banba, hung in the void like ancient coins resting on glitter-speckled black velvet.

      “You’re awake?” Setia’s neighbour remarked. “I don’t know how you could sleep at a time like this.”

      Setia gave her a tight-lipped smile as she inserted her ear comm.

      The image of the Bres disappeared from the screen, replaced by a red AP. They’d arrived. She pretended to focus intensely on the pilot’s spiel while the shuttle docked. Breathless, excited chatter rose around her, bursting into a crescendo when the announcement arrived to unfasten safety harnesses and prepare to disembark. Applause erupted. Setia’s companion joined in enthusiastically. They rose to join the queue to leave the ship, taking their comms with them as instructed by the pilot. The devices would be theirs for the duration of the voyage.

      Taking her suitcase from the storage area, Setia felt as though she was dreaming. The babbling of her fellow passengers sounded muted and distant, their forms hazy and indistinct. Mechanically, she approached the exit, nearly last in line.

      “Amazing, isn’t it?” asked her seat companion.

      “Yeah.”

      “What section are you in?”

      “D.”

      “Cool. Me too. What number?”

      “I don’t know. I’ll have to check.” Setia knew full well her cabin was in D12.

      “Maybe we’ll be neighbours aboard the Bres as well. I’m in D12. It would be a cool coincidence if your cabin’s there too, right?”

      “Right.”

      The line shuffled forward. As Setia stepped through the passenger door, the chill air of the shuttle bay hit her, laced with an odd scent. A mild perfume to mask other odours generated aboard starships perhaps? Food smells, the sweat of twenty thousand bodies and who knew what else would be hard to filter out entirely.

      Three more docking spaces stood empty in the vast bay, awaiting returning shuttles. The footsteps of the disembarking passengers echoed tinnily from the steel walls, ceiling, and floor.

      “I hope the rest of the ship is prettier!” Setia’s seat neighbour remarked.

      Setia hurried down the steps, itching to put distance between herself and the sharp-faced woman. She didn’t have anything against her per se. She just needed to be alone.

      Half an hour later she got her wish. The induction to living on the ship had only taken fifteen minutes, just information on where to eat, how to get around, and what communal facilities were available to all passengers—some were only available to higher classes. Then they were free to go. She managed to lose her would-be friend on the way to Section D12. In the labyrinthine network of passages, she located cabin 42 and pressed her thumb against the panel. The door slid back, and she stepped inside.

      A single bunk occupied half the space. Above it hung an interface. Another screen sat at an angle on the desk. Opposite the desk and accompanying chair was a set of drawers. There was more storage space under the bed, and a long shelf hung over it. A second door led to a tiny cubicle containing a shower, washbasin, toilet, and small cupboard.

      Her living quarters for the next nine months occupied roughly eight square meters, and they had cost her every penny she’d had, all she’d saved during her lucrative career as the great Elek’s primary security agent. But, of course, the fee didn’t only cover her passage. It was a ticket to the future of humanity, and, for her, the only escape possible.

      She pushed her suitcase under the bunk and lay down, putting her hands behind her head.

      Nine months in this cubby hole?

      Considering the alternative, she could do it.
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        * * *

      

      Talman Prime slowly rotated in the centre of the auditorium. It was not a holo of the actual planet, naturally, but an approximation of its appearance derived from data sent back by probes.

      “Though our new home is somewhat larger than Earth it has less overall mass,” Wulandri explained, standing at a podium in the first ring of seats, “which means the gravity is slightly lower. Point eight-three-five of Earth’s gravity, to be precise.”

      “Will we be able to fly?” a high-pitched voice called out.

      Even at some distance from her countrywoman, Setia could see irritation flit over Wulandri’s features.

      “Over the course of our voyage the gravity aboard ship will be gradually reduced, so that by the time we arrive you’ll be accustomed to it and shouldn’t notice any difference. I would like to draw your attention to the largest land mass. Most research has been focused on this area as the site best suited to colonisation. As a young planet, Talman Prime is more volcanically active than Earth, but all the fault lines appear to run beneath the oceans. The main land mass seems stable. We will attempt the first settlement inland, far from potential tsunamis, yet near liquid water. Average temperatures in this area range between…”

      Setia began to lose interest. There would be plenty of time to learn about Talman Prime before they arrived, and new data was being transmitted back from probes all the time. What Wulandri was telling them was probably already out of date. Mildly regretting her decision to come to the information talk, her gaze roved the audience. Perhaps more important to the success of the project wasn’t conditions on the planet, but her fellow colonists.

      A familiar face leapt out, eliciting surprise and disgust. The cleanliness-challenged man from the waiting room was here. How come? Surely he should have failed the psych check. He appeared to be ignoring Wulandri too. He had an interface open and he was tapping it.

      Setia spotted someone else she recognised. Seated opposite the speaker in the lowest tier was Mapper Robins. His legs crossed and one foot jigging, he focused on the spinning globe, his expression thoughtful.

      “Found you!” The woman from the shuttle sat down. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you. Did you find your cabin okay?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “What section number?”

      Setia inwardly cringed, but lying was pointless. “D12.”

      “Snap! I knew it. I knew you would be in the same section as me.”

      “It’s fine. A place to sleep.” Setia waited for the inevitable question about her cabin number, anticipating that Burnap was playing a joke on her and that the woman would be living at 43.

      But instead she said, “You know, I don’t think we ever got around to swapping names. I’m Miriam. Miriam Belby.”

      “Setia Zees.”

      “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Setia,” Miriam said in a singsong tone. “It’s good to have friends when you have a big trip to take. Helps to pass the time. Maybe we can have dinner together. I can’t wait to try the food.”

      “I’m not hungr⁠—”

      “Oh, cool. Look!” Miriam was peering down at someone in the audience. “Mapper Robins is here.”

      “You know him?”

      “You don’t?”

      “I’d never heard of him, and I would remember a name like that.”

      “A name like what? Robins isn’t unusual.”

      “No, Mapper. Who would think it was a good idea to call their kid Mapper?”

      “That isn’t his name, silly. It’s his title. He’s a skein mapper. We have a few in the Fleet, but he’s the most famous.”

      “Ohhh.”

      Skein mappers were part of the new order. They traced the connections between people, links on a hitherto unknown plane of existence. Other than that, she didn’t know very much about what they did.

      As if sensing someone was talking about him, Robins turned and his head lifted to survey the audience. He saw her and their gazes locked. For a split second Setia was deeply and keenly scrutinised. Then his attention moved on.

      “Hm, he certainly seems interested in you,” Miriam remarked.
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        * * *

      

      When the talk was over, Setia made her excuses to her new friend about dinner, though she wasn’t sufficiently quick-witted to think up a reason to avoid meeting for breakfast. Feeling a little churlish—there was nothing intrinsically off-putting about Miriam, it was only that she would inevitably ask about Setia’s past, and she didn’t want to talk about it—she set off to find an alternative place to get a snack before retiring for the ‘quiet shift’. There would be no more night-time for the next three-quarters of a year.

      The arterial routes linking the sections accommodated the electric buggies used for travelling long distances as well as pedestrians. Setia walked at the edge of the route. Somehow, she’d managed to pick a path that went against the general flow of traffic. She dodged people walking in pairs and groups, parents holding hands with their children, couples with their arms wrapped around each other.

      Most of the colonists seemed to have come with companions. Singletons like her and Miriam were relatively rare. Perhaps she shouldn’t be so standoffish.

      A shout rang out.

      There was a disturbance down the passageway. Ripples ran out from it, waves of irritation, annoyance and disquiet. The roar of rowdy young men hit. The crowd parted and she saw them: four men carrying a fifth on their shoulders, weaving unsteadily. They staggered sideways and nearly dropped their burden. Giggling loudly at his complaints, they hoisted him higher. The near-accident wasn’t because they were struggling to carry him. All the men were burly. But the four bearers appeared as drunk as their load, possibly drunker. The man suspended between them was calling out directions with some accuracy even though his head hung upside down.

      “Hostiles at two o’clock,” he stated, referring to a stationary cluster of flamboyantly dressed women, staring disapprovingly. “Take evasive action.”

      Setia rolled her eyes and pressed her back to the wall to give them room to pass.

      As the leaders of the group drew level with her the carried man blurted, “Whoa, hold it. Abort mission. I said, abort mission.”

      His buddies were slow to respond.

      “Put me down, guys.”

      He landed with a thunk.

      “I said put me down, not drop me,” he complained, rising haphazardly to his feet while his friends doubled over with laughter, clutching their guts.

      Now he was upright, she recognized him. He was flushed and sweaty and his minimal hair was somehow messy. He was also out of uniform. But she was sure it was the soldier from the shuttle.

      He put his hands on his hips, rocking slightly. “It’s One Punch Girl!”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “Girl? I’m thirty-two.”

      The other men had begun to wander away.

      “Hey, guys, it’s One Punch Girl. The woman I was telling you about, remember? Screaming kid. Crazy dad. Pow!” He mimed a punch. “Crash!” He pretended to fall down. “Guys! Guys, come and meet her. We need to persuade her to enlist.”

      His plea drew no response from his companions, who were now several metres away. Two were lifting a third between them, his arms around their necks, their forearms under his thighs.

      The soldier from the shuttle pointed at her, thumb extended, and clicked his tongue. “Catch you later.” He ran off to join his friends.

      It was going to be a long voyage.
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      “So you see, colonising Talman Prime is going to mean most of us becoming accustomed to an agrarian lifestyle. For all their merits, neither the Bres, Balor nor Banba is a manufacturing plant. Sure, they’re carrying spare parts for the machinery we’re bringing along, but those items are in finite supply, and once they’re used up, we’re on our own. There won’t be any sending to Earth for replacements. The distances are simply too great.”

      “But it’s only nine months away!” a voice in the audience objected.

      Their lecturer, a broad-chested man in his fifties who had introduced himself as Papa Paulus, shook his large head. “Nine months by one of our magnificent ships. You must know the plan is for all of them to venture onwards to other potential colony planets once Talman Prime is established.” He grinned good-naturedly, exposing a fine set of white teeth. “They aren’t delivery services!”

      The audience had mostly been in the palm of his hand since he’d started speaking, and they chuckled, all except the portly woman who had made the objection. He frowned and folded his arms over his chest.

      “We’re used to living in a highly developed, technological society,” Papa Paulus went on. “Supply chains for all our resources are well-established—the minerals mostly from offplanet these days. Do any of you know the materials required to make an interface?” He surveyed the blank faces. Setia didn’t have a clue either. “Or a printer? How about this table?” He tapped the surface of the one he’d propped himself on. “Or those benches where you sit?” After pausing a beat, he explained, “All the resources used to make everyday objects and devices have been mined and processed, or perhaps grown, or perhaps retrieved from an ancient landfill. Though we’ve managed to automate many of the production systems, they don’t happen by magic, and hundreds of thousands of people are still involved in providing the luxurious lifestyles we had on Earth.”

      “Luxurious!” the portly woman spluttered. “I scrimped and saved for this opportunity right from when I was a kid. I deprived myself of everything except bare essentials all my days, and now you’re telling me I have to be a farmer!”

      Setia gritted her teeth. What exactly had the woman expected she would be doing on humanity’s first colony planet? Bathing in asses’ milk while being fed grapes by naked men? Setia looked with sympathy at Papa Paulus. How would he handle the dissatisfied customer?

      “The anticipated lifestyles of project participants were laid out clearly in the information packets,” he replied gently. “We will be creating a new society from scratch without the backup of a huge population or well-established, wide-reaching infrastructures. Naturally, things will be tough sometimes. We will have to get used to roughing it and doing without. But think of the benefits—a pristine environment, living organisms completely new to science, the chance to build a new civilisation in the wilderness. Imagine, on the first night after we set foot on Talman Prime, you will see new constellations in the night sky. Surely, any sacrifice is worth those rewards?”

      The objector didn’t appear convinced, though Paulus’s words had inspired some looks of awe in the rest of the ‘students’.

      “Right from its inception,” said Papa Paulus, “the goal of the Antarctic Project was to establish autonomous, self-sustaining colonies on extraterrestrial planets. Talman Prime won’t be an offshoot of Earth society, a lonely outpost like we have on Mars and Ganymede, it will be its own entity, entirely self-contained, with its own history, customs and—who knows?—maybe eventually its own culture.”

      A hand rose. “Will we be expected to breed with the aliens?”

      Paulus blinked. His expression tightened as if he was struggling to keep a straight face. A titter ran through the audience.

      “Even if that were possible, I can say with some confidence that we’re unlikely to encounter intelligent life. All the probe data indicates only very small animal organisms, no bigger than rats, inhabit Talman Prime, and nothing highly evolved. Certainly nothing you could…” He gave a small cough followed by a forced smile. “Moving on. Today, we’re going to look at… Yes?”

      Another hand had risen. A woman’s haughty voice asked, “You said at the beginning that most of us will be involved in agriculture. What are the other jobs, and how do I apply?”

      “There are no other jobs as such. Some members of the ship’s personnel are already involved in other aspects of the project—coordination, scientific research, supply management, human resource management, construction, and so on. Some are teachers, like me. These positions are already filled. There is no application process.”

      “Hmpf!”

      Another dissatisfied customer.

      “All of this should have been very clear to you months ago,” Paulus said in an even tone.

      In truth, Setia hadn’t studied the details very well either, but her sympathies were with the teacher and not his class. What had they imagined their lives would be like on the new planet? Their expectations seemed wildly unrealistic. On the other hand, most of them had to be from extremely privileged backgrounds. Despite her humble beginnings, she’d been wealthy herself, but she’d only just been able to afford her passage. The costs of financing the project had been astronomical, and they had been reflected in the fees.

      Had anyone else in this room ever done manual labour? Did they know one end of a spade from the other? Papa Paulus had his work cut out.

      “Let’s start with the basics,” he said, and then gave the command to open a holo. A field of wheat filled the front of the room. Brilliant lights shone down on the golden stalks. “On Earth, most farming now takes place underground, leaving the surface to reassume a wild state. On Talman Prime, things will be different. We will be reliant on good weather, the same as the farmers of old, and we must tend to our crops, weeding them and treating any infestations.”

      “Ugh, bugs?!” someone said. “I can’t do that. I have a phobia.”

      “There are many tasks involved in farming. If insects aren’t your thing, there’s plenty else to do. I’m sure you’ll be able to find something you like. The first years will be a settling-in period. It will take some time to establish what crops grow well in the new soil and climate. We may discover some indigenous edible plant species we can exploit.”

      “I’m not eating foreign muck,” said a disgruntled voice.

      Papa Paulus took a deep breath and then slowly exhaled. “All these challenges can be overcome with time, patience and perseverance. After all, our ancestors managed it, and they didn’t have a fraction of our knowledge. We might not have access to support from Earth, but we have something almost as useful.” He tapped his head. “Scientific understanding going back generations. Some of the best scientists in their respective fields are coming along on our voyage. With people like that and the combined efforts of you good folk, we can’t go wrong.”

      Someone muttered, only just audibly, “I can’t believe I paid good money to grub around in the dirt.”

      Someone else said, “This isn’t at all how I imagined it would be.”

      How had they imagined it would be? Setia sighed. Papa Paulus had revealed an awful truth. These bankers, heads of multi-national companies, business moguls, media giants, and heirs of fortunes would have to actually work to put food on their tables. They must have read the project literature but not cottoned on that it applied to them—that, for once in their lives, someone else wasn’t going to do all the unpleasant stuff.

      The portly woman shot to her feet. “I demand to speak to the captain!”

      “Yes,” said the haughty woman who had asked about jobs, also jumping up, “me too! This is outrageous. I’ve been misled. We’ve all been misled, and something must be done about it. Why can’t robots grow the food? I want to enjoy my time on Talman Prime, not spend it dirty and smelly, covered in sweat, and not knowing where my next meal is coming from.”

      Paulus lifted his hands. “Please, sit down, and we can talk about this. No doubt, eventually we will achieve a similar standard of living as on Earth, with similar leisure time, but in the beginning⁠—”

      “Look,” drawled a new voice, “you seem like a nice guy and all, but you don’t understand where we’re coming from. We’re all very important people. We aren’t labourers. You seem to want us to pick up all these new skills but I’m too old for all that. This old dog ain’t learning any new tricks. All I want is somewhere to retire. A place in the sun to live out the rest of my days in peace and quiet. Not…I don’t know…picking cherries and milking goats. Heck, no one would want to rely on me in order to eat.”

      Papa Paulus appeared to be at a loss for words. Then he said, “If everyone would sit down, I’d be happy to discuss your expectations.”

      “Screw that!” exclaimed the portly woman. “Who cares what you say? You’re just a teacher.”

      The audience was fragmenting, talking among themselves and turning away from Paulus. The haughty woman icily asked the other people in her row to move out of her way as she edged by. The portly woman was also leaving. The class began to descend into chaos.

      Setia decided to leave too. She felt sorry for Paulus but she couldn’t help him. He’d been given an impossible task, to turn humanity’s soft-handed elites into productive human beings. Silently wishing him luck, she slid out of the room.

      There would be plenty more classes to prepare them for their new lives before they reached their destination. She’d thought of something else to do. Ever since Mapper Robins had saved her from being culled from the ship’s manifest, her curiosity about why he’d done it had grown. There was only one way to find out the reason she’d been spared, and that was to ask him.
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      Robins’s door slid open, revealing a scene that, though it only lasted the briefest of moments, remained vivid in Setia’s mind for months to come.

      The lights were off and the interior was dark, but for a single source of illumination: a web of fluorescent green threads, filling the room from side to side and floor to ceiling. Bright blobs of green glowed where the threads crossed, some larger and brighter than others. The threads differed in thickness too. Some were gossamer-thin, others strong, broad bands.

      Robins sat facing the web, leaning back in his seat, feet up on his desk, regarding the display with half-closed eyes. The glow lit up his face at an angle, causing crazy shadows to run up and over it. Even at the distance from the door to the reclined man, Setia caught a glimpse of a tiny, shining web, impossibly fine and intricate, reflected under his eyelids..

      The scene vanished.

      The lights had come on. The web was gone.

      Robins took his feet down from his desk and sat up. “Setia! I was wondering when I would see you. Come in, come in.”

      He’d recognised her straight away, even though he must have met thousands of passengers.

      “Am I disturbing you?” she asked. “I could come b⁠—”

      “Absolutely not. Take a seat.”

      Devoid of the display, his office was mostly empty and seemed too big for its purpose.

      Cautiously, she sat down. “That thing I just saw. Was it…?”

      “A skein? Yes. Sometimes it helps to get a visual of an issue, you know?”

      “Was I…? I mean, was I on it? Were you looking at something to do with me?”

      He chuckled. “Totally unrelated.”

      “Right. I’ve heard about skeins but I don’t really know anything about them or how they work. I’m grateful you helped me out in my interview—very grateful—but I don’t know why. That’s why I’m here. I want to find out. I don’t understand exactly what you do or what your role is on the Bres.”

      “Tell me what you know and I’ll fill in the rest, though only to a point.”

      “As I understand it, skeins are the underlying connectedness between all things. They allow…” the words felt clumsy in her mouth “… I mean, they show how things can affect other things that appear independent from each other.”

      He nodded.

      “And people are connected too, and events, and… That’s about it. I must seem pretty ignorant. I’ve been busy these last few years. I haven’t had time to keep up with the new developments.”

      His eyebrows lifted. “You’ve been busy indeed.”

      “So you know all about what’s been going on with me?” she asked, her gut tightening, the vision of the web flashing into her mind’s eye. Did he know about Arief and the struggle at the passenger processing centre? “I don’t get it. How is that even possible?”

      “You aren’t as anonymous as you might think. Even if I weren’t a mapper, I could easily find out all about you with a standard search, the same search that was undertaken when you applied to join the Project.”

      “Yeah, of course.” She relaxed somewhat. “But you know more, right?”

      He gave a non-committal shrug. “All matter and energy is connected. That’s the principle. My job is to see how they’re connected and to guess—and I stress guess—why. The connectedness isn’t random, we don’t think, and as time moves forwards, events seem to tend towards certain ends. My role aboard this ship is to map the skein of the Project, the people in it, the relations between them, how they develop, and what might be the repercussions of decisions taken and events that occur.”

      “You can predict the future?”

      “Everyone can predict the future. I have a better chance than most of getting it right.”

      “Did you know I was coming here today? And if you did, why weren’t you ready for me?”

      He guffawed, his head tilted backwards. He wiped an eye. “I like you, Setia Zees.”

      “Seriously, I want to know why you spoke up when I was about to be kicked off the Project.”

      “I’m afraid I cannot tell you, except to state the obvious—that you are significant. I forecast deleterious results if your presence were removed from the skein.”

      “When you say you can’t tell me, do you mean you don’t know or you aren’t allowed to tell me?”

      “Neither. I cannot reveal the nature of your significance without potentially impacting later events, possibly in a negative way. Also, I can’t tell you because I don’t know your future for sure, and it wouldn’t be fair to mislead you.”

      She paused to digest this information, and Robins watched her gravely. The potentialities of what he did were vast. A storm of implications rained down. “Can you… Do you know when someone is going to die?”

      Silence was his answer.

      “Have you…? I’m sorry, but I have to ask this… Do you know…?”

      “Predicting my own death would be rather morbid, don’t you think?” His gaze had turned steely.

      She swallowed. She’d been rude, and her cultural hangover of always respecting her elders loomed large.

      Burnap’s balls. What was I thinking to ask him such a question?

      His revelation that she was significant to the outcome of the Antarctic Project had unsettled her, even though she’d kind of guessed that must be the case. Otherwise why had Robins saved her from being thrown out with the rubbish?

      He reached out across the desk and laid his bony hand on hers, all stoniness gone from his expression. “I understand your curiosity about your place in the skein. It’s natural, and I feel bad for disappointing you. Let me show you something that may make your visit worthwhile.” He rose to his feet. “Come with me.”

      He led her out of his office and along the passageway, right to the end. They turned the corner and halted between two doors facing each other at a dead end. If they’d been in D12, the left-hand door would have been her cabin.

      He lifted a hand to the security panel, but before touching it he said, “You may have been told it’s impossible to see outside the ship. That isn’t exactly true.”

      “You mean it’s a lie.”

      His features turned thoughtful. “Strictly speaking.”

      He placed a hand on the panel, and the opening door revealed the tiny space Setia had been expecting. In place of her bunk was a narrow bench. The room was otherwise empty, except for another security panel on the far wall.

      “It’s hard to get your bearings on so large a ship,” Robins said. “This room abuts the hull, believe it or not.”

      “And that panel opens a window?”

      “A small one.” Sitting down, he beckoned her and gestured that she should join him on the bench. “If I were to open the panel, what do you expect we might see?”

      “Space, of course. Stars.”

      He gave her a look.

      “Or maybe not. Is that why they tell everyone we can’t see outside?”

      “The psychiatrists already have their work cut out. Why up the ante?”

      His comment reminded her of Papa Paulus and the lecture about farming. “Do the higher-ups realise that most of the colonists are completely unsuited to, to…colonising?”

      He sighed. “Ua Talman was a great man, but he was also an out-and-out capitalist. People were just cogs in a machine to him, to be slotted in, taken out, and moved around however was best to make the machine work and provide the biggest output—in other words, profit. The criteria for selecting participants—namely, that their wealth was equally as important as their health—is one of the project’s greatest flaws, and something I must take steps to counteract. Yet perhaps it was unavoidable. Without the financial input of Earth’s richest citizens, deep space colonisation probably couldn’t happen.” Smiling wryly, he added, “My colleagues back home are seeing the widening effects of removing so much of the upper echelons of Earth society all at once.”

      So the organisers already knew about the problem. Concluding there wasn’t anything she could do about it, Setia said, “You were going to show me what’s outside the ship?”

      “I think you will find it less alarming than most, and definitely interesting.”

      He placed his palm against the panel. The covering of the portal slid away.

      The Bres’s hull had to be metres thick, yet somehow the engineers had created a visual illusion in the panel. The view was similar to looking out of an aeroplane window.

      Horizontal streaks of light crossed the scene, and the space between them was not black but deep red. There was no appearance of motion. The streaks were immobile and the red a consistent, unchanging colour.

      Setia stared.

      “If you were to don an EVA suit and step outside,” said Robins, “that’s what you would see. It’s a passage through a vein of less, uh, temporally-resistant material than ordinary space. The discovery was made not long before our departure, and modifications were made to the ships at the last minute to enable them to travel along it. This new route should reduce our journey time considerably.”

      “We’ll arrive in less than nine months?”

      “We will ‘arrive’ when the captain judges the colonists to be ready for the trials lying ahead.”

      “That could be a lot longer than nine months. Are we already there?”

      “Not quite.”

      Her gaze was riveted to the view until at last she said, “Could you close that thing?”

      Robins’s estimation that she was stronger-minded than the average colonist was misplaced. The sight was deeply disturbing. As the cover slid shut, she rested a hand on a wall and closed her eyes. Why had the mapper allowed her the special privilege, revealing the truth about the length of the journey? She opened one eye and regarded him. Was he manipulating her?

      His expression was mild. “I hope you don’t mind me mentioning it, but I believe you haven’t made many friends yet?”

      She straightened up, about to reply, Actually, I do mind when he continued, “If you’re ever feeling lonely, I would suggest re-acquainting yourself with Carys Ellis. You might find you have some things in common.”

      “I don’t know anyone called Carys Ellis.”

      He frowned. “You’ve already met.”

      “I’m pretty sure we haven’t.”

      “She runs the aviary? Deck Eight.”

      “I haven’t been to… Ohhh. Does she carry a bird around on her shoulder, like a pirate?”

      “I’ve never seen her in person, but⁠—”

      “She’s connected to me in some way. I get it. I thought you weren’t supposed to influence future events?”

      “Sometimes it doesn’t hurt to give them a little shove.”
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      Setia was floating in the ocean, suspended in warm water, sunlight hot on her face. The waves gently lifted and lowered her. Underwater bubbles vibrated in her ears. Her lips held a salty tang. She wasn’t sure why she was here, but the sensation was pleasant and relaxing. She eased into it, letting her mind drift along with the current. She could almost fall asleep.

      Something slid beneath her.

      A long, smooth-skinned animal brushed its body against her back, dragging its form against her skin. It was cold and sinewy and its muscles undulated as it moved.

      In her panic, she rolled onto her front and her head dipped beneath the water. She reared up, gasping and choking, flailing wildly, batting the surface as if that might somehow help her stay afloat.

      Where was the creature?

      Where had it gone?

      Was it going to attack?

      There was nothing but empty ocean all around.

      How had she got so far from the shore?

      What was she even doing here?

      A head broke free from the waves, thin and snake-like. The vertical slits of its eyes focused directly on her. The jaw dropped open, revealing rows of jagged teeth.

      Setia turned to swim, though she knew it was hopeless. A sea animal like that would catch her in a second. She pushed a hand into the water, but the liquid had turned viscous. It clung to her like glue.

      “Bleep, bleep, bleep,” the creature said.

      She turned back, treading water, forcing her legs through thick fluid.

      “Bleep, bleep, bleep.”

      The mouth hadn’t moved. The noise had come from the throat somehow, like an intercom or speaker. The creature seemed frozen in position. The sky was darkening. The ocean began to solidify.

      She could not move at all.

      “Bleep, bleep, bleep.”

      As she woke, she groggily realised the sound was an alarm. She had learned about the different kinds during her induction to living aboard the ship. There were different sounds for the various potential emergencies: depressurisation, fire, attack…

      Rubbing her eyes, she sat up. Her cabin light had already turned on automatically. It dimmed and brightened, dimmed and brightened, matching the rhythm of the bleeps.

      Which alarm was this?

      “This is your captain speaking. I regret to inform you we have recently discovered there is a stowaway aboard. For your safety, you are required to return to your living quarters immediately. If you are already in your cabin you must remain there. I repeat, all passengers are confined to their cabins until further notice. If anyone unauthorised attempts to enter your living space, please report it. Thank you for your cooperation.”

      For your safety Setia mentally scoffed. Though she guessed it was possible the stowaway might be dangerous, they were locking down the ship in order to find the man or woman more easily. That was clear. Everyone with a ticket had a place to sleep. A stowaway did not, but while passengers were out and about he or she could get away with slumbering in various places without attracting attention. Anyone would assume it was just someone having a nap. With the public areas empty, it would be hard to find a place to hide.

      She lay down again and settled in for a wait. She wasn’t sleepy anymore, not after that horrible nightmare, so she pulled down the overhead interface to watch a vid.

      The drama became a blur of meaningless images and voices, however, as her mind drifted back to the current crisis. What would they do with the stowaway? The ship could hardly turn around. There was probably a brig somewhere, a place to put passengers or crew who had committed a crime. But after they arrived at Talman Prime, what then?

      Would the first building constructed on the new planet be a prison?

      What a statement about human nature that would be.

      Her stomach rumbled and she placed a hand on it, regretting her decision to skip dinner. None of the options had looked enticing. As a passenger of the lowest class, she could only eat at the free diners, which offered a basic range of dishes. All were filling and nutritious, but they were not imaginative. She missed her country’s cuisine already. Her palate had become more refined during her years working as Elek’s head of security, too. Further lowering of her expectations would be required in the years to come, no doubt, while the colony established itself.

      She re-started the vid and tried to concentrate. The story was a wild one. A group of runaways had a brilliant business idea and they were trying to make a success of it, but international conglomerates stood in their way, trying to force them to sell their secret and also resorting to nefarious means to defeat the ambitious youngsters.

      Setia rolled her eyes. All the street rats she’d ever known, herself included, generally survived through drugs, prostitution or a combination of both. The vid drama was a fantasy.

      She sighed and checked the time. A couple of hours had passed since the captain’s announcement. How much longer would it take them to locate the stowaway?

      Turning off the drama and the light, she tried to go back to sleep. After a while, she managed to achieve a light doze despite the complaining of her stomach. But then a new noise disturbed her. A voice. She blinked wearily. It wasn’t another captain’s announcement. The sound was coming from outside her cabin, and there wasn’t one voice, but two.

      One was whiny, the other stern and kind of odd. She forced herself fully awake and listened. The reason the stern voice sounded strange was because it was being broadcast, not spoken.

      The whiny voice became louder and more insistent. “Do you have any idea how much I paid to be on this ship?!”

      “Sir,” said the stern voice, “if you don’t return to your cabin immediately, I will be forced to⁠—”

      “If you lay a finger on me, I’ll report you. What’s your name, soldier?”

      “This is your final warning, sir.”

      “DO YOU KNOW WHO I AM?”

      There was the sound of a scuffle.

      Unable to resist a peek at the disturbance, Setia padded to the door, still in her pyjamas.

      Two figures wrestled in the passageway. She recognised one of her neighbours, a young guy, hefty and sleek like a slug. As soon as he’d found out what cabin she was in, he’d looked down his nose at her and walked the other way whenever he saw her around the ship. She wasn’t cut up about it.

      The other figure was in an armoured suit like the guard on the shuttle. He twisted slug-guy’s arm behind his back and forced it up. Her neighbour shrieked.

      “Don’t hurt me!” he sobbed. “I’ll go quietly. Let me go! This is all a big misunderstanding.”

      The soldier didn’t release his hold as he pushed the man towards his cabin.

      But then he halted. The helmeted head swivelled to face Setia. The dark eye slit seemed to pierce her. “Return to your cabin, ma’am.”

      She took a step back and her door closed.
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        * * *

      

      It had been hours since the alert about the stowaway, and there hadn’t been any further announcements. Setia was annoyed. She expected an update at least, and she was getting seriously hungry. Surely they wouldn’t let passengers starve in the cabins for however long it took them to find their uninvited guest?

      And if she was annoyed, she couldn’t imagine how the more self-important passengers were feeling. The captain would be inundated with complaints once the crisis was over.

      Her tiny cabin was no place to spend long periods of time. It was little bigger than a prison cell, and that was certainly how it was starting to feel. Should she comm someone to see if she could find out what was going on?

      Who could she comm?

      She didn’t really know many people, except to nod at and smile at in passing.

      She was almost tempted to comm Miriam Belby.

      Almost.

      In fact, thinking about it, she was surprised Miriam hadn’t contacted her.

      What about Mapper Robins? He’d seemed friendly.

      She smirked, wondering how the stowaway fitted into Robins’s skeins. How come he hadn’t known all about him or her?

      Her door chime sounded and she started. A visitor? But no one was allowed out.

      “Meal ration, ma’am,” the door speaker announced. “If you wouldn’t mind opening up?”

      “About time,” she muttered, getting to her feet. She hoped it was something nice. Maybe the captain would have ordered a tasty dish to help take the edge off the passengers’ irritation.

      A soldier stood at the entrance, suited up. He turned to take a box from a trolley, but then swung back to look at her. His helmet melted away from his face, beginning at the eye slit and then disappearing down to his neck. It was the guard from the shuttle, the one who had been drunk with his buddies.

      “Hey,” he said, “it’s One⁠—”

      “Don’t call me that.” She held out a hand. “Can I have my meal?”

      “Sure, sure.” He picked up a box but didn’t give it to her. “I’m glad to see you again. I want to apologise for my behaviour.”

      “I’m not interested in your apology. I’d like my food, please.”

      “Of course. I was disciplined, you know. We all were.”

      “I’m not surprised.” Her hand fell to her side. Now it came down to it, she was reluctant to end the encounter. “I suppose high spirits at the start of a long voyage are only to be expected.”

      “Yeah, we were only letting our hair down. My CO didn’t see it that way, unfortunately. Okay, I’d better deliver the rest of these rations.” He gave her the box.

      “Do you know how much longer it’s going to take to locate the stowaway?”

      “We’re sweeping the ship, but she’s a big girl. It shouldn’t be too long now, though. Enjoy your⁠—”

      “Do you know anything about this person? How did they know he or she was aboard?”

      He shrugged. “It’s a he, but they don’t tell us much more than they tell the passengers. The rumour is Mapper Robins alerted the captain that an anomaly had appeared in the skein.”

      “It had appeared? Wouldn’t he have noticed it from the beginning?”

      Another shrug. “Like I said, I don’t know much more than you.”

      “Hmm. Thanks for the food. I won’t keep you any longer.”

      The soldier’s helmet returned, flowing over his head and face like an incoming tide. She was tempted to ask him about it, but perhaps that was a conversation for another time.

      “Don’t open your door to anyone else,” he said as he walked away, pushing his cart. “Especially not a tall, skinny, middle-aged dude with a pointy nose. He’s probably not dangerous, but you never know.”

      Setia caught her door before it closed. “What did you say? Something about the stowaway?”

      “Tall dude. Pointy nose.”

      “You know what he looks like?”

      “Oh yeah, he’s been caught on camera. That’s how we know he’s definitely not supposed to be here. No one matching him on the manifest. Look after yourself, One Punch Girl.”

      Setia narrowed her eyes as the soldier disappeared around a corner.

      Could it be…?

      It couldn’t.

      Yet she had a vision of a man dissolving into a cloud, melting into vapour, and being blown away on the breeze.

      If Arief could do that, it wasn’t beyond the realms of possibility that he might also have defeated all the defences against stowaways. Maybe he’d even arrived from space.

      She ate her food, wolfing down the box’s contents without really noticing what they were.

      When she’d finished she got dressed, put on her shoes, and slipped out.
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      Deserted, the Bres was like a different ship. The passageways seemed wider, the social areas looked more spacious, brighter and cleaner—the microscopic sanitation bots must have caught up on their work while the humans were absent—and everywhere was much, much quieter. Setia’s footsteps faintly echoed as she walked the tiled corridors.

      Underlying the enveloping hush was an almost-indiscernible hum. Was she hearing the engines for the first time? Did they make a noise? She had no idea what type of mechanism drove the ship through space or, rather, not space, but the strange void Mapper Robins had revealed. Perhaps it was only the whine of the environmental control units.

      Now she’d taken the decision to find Arief herself, the enormity of the task was only just beginning to hit. How could she hope to locate him in the vast vessel? The entire ship’s military had failed so far.

      Why was she even looking? When she’d realised the stowaway was probably Arief, she’d assumed he must be here for her. But if he was, he would have come to her cabin. He’d known she was at the passenger processing centre. He seemed to know exactly where she was at any time. Yet he hadn’t approached her, so she was not the reason for his presence. There was no need for her to go out and meet him.

      But he had to be here for her. What other reason could he have? If he’d wanted to be a colonist he could have done it in the usual way and bought a ticket, the same as everyone else. Maybe he was teasing her. He’d always been mischievous, deriving malicious pleasure from others’ confusion and anxiety. In which case, she was playing right into his hands.

      She had the feeling she was being watched. Halting, she looked behind her. The empty passageway curved out of sight, white-tiled floor gleaming, walls and ceiling a calming pale green, blemish-free.

      She should return to her cabin. What would she even do if she found Arief? She couldn’t fight him. He was more powerful than her. She couldn’t force him to leave. He would do what he’d always done—exactly as he pleased. She could report his position to the captain, she supposed, but then what? How would he confine someone to the brig when they were able to dissolve into cloud?

      She walked on. Her search was pointless, but, somehow, she felt responsible for Arief’s presence. He was her problem, though she didn’t know how to fix it.

      A second passageway crossed hers, and she was debating which way to turn when noise emanated from the right. Many boots pounding on tile resounded, drawing quickly closer. She shrank backwards, but there was nowhere to hide. No doorways opened nearby. The best she could do was to retreat beyond a curve, out of sight of the junction.

      The boots grew loud and she tensed, waiting to be discovered. But the guards didn’t appear. They hadn’t turned into her passageway. She leaned cautiously out and caught a glimpse of the armoured rear of a soldier before he vanished. While she waited for them to move away, a realisation struck and she craned her neck to look into the corners of the ceiling.

      No cameras were visible but they had to be here, too small to be seen but keeping watch on the passengers. The ship’s officers had to know she was out of her cabin, and soldiers had passed within a few metres of her. Why were they allowing her to wander about when a potentially dangerous stowaway was on the loose?

      A chill hit. The atmosphere had grown damp and misty. Cool breezes wafted across her skin. She touched her cheek. It was cold and wet. The air current seemed to be coming from behind her.

      There was a vent close to the deck, about the size of a personal interface. Grey, hazy vapour was pouring from it.

      She backed up until she hit the wall. Palms pressed against it, she waited, regretting her decision to leave her cabin. As she’d feared, the vapour began to coalesce, becoming vaguely man-like. The nebulous, translucent mass solidified further. Its edges tightened, the shape became opaque, colours burst from the grey, until seconds later, Arief stood in front of her, smirking mockingly. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist when I called.”

      “You didn’t call me,” Setia retorted. “I just guessed you had to be the creep they were talking about. Get off this ship. I know you can. That’s how you got here, right? Melting away to nothing and floating around wherever you want. How do you do that? What are you? No. Forget I asked. Just leave. Whatever you’ve come to tell me I don’t want to hear it. Get out!”

      Arief took a step closer. Setia pressed her back into the wall. The passageway to each side was empty. Where were the soldiers when you needed them?

      Arief said quietly, “You don’t get to boss me around, little Setia. Don’t try, or it will make me angry. I wanted to enjoy more time aboard this ship of fools, but the authorities seem determined to deprive me of my fun, so I might as well do what I came here to do. I want to make a proposal. Listen while I explain. We do not have much time.”

      She looked up into his eyes. As always, his stare held her in place. She didn’t want to hear his proposal but she had no choice.

      “It must be blindingly obvious to you by now that I am not human. My species is older than yours, aeons older, and we call several planets our home, though in fact we can live wherever and however we please. I want to take you back with me, Setia, to a place where you can live forever in peace. And when I say forever I mean it. I can extend your lifespan as long as you have the will to live. You may have anything you want—luxuries, foods, experiences you may only have dreamed of. You will not be lonely. I can create any companion you desire. In your terms, it would be like heaven. You could avoid the necessity to slave and toil and suffer all the trials involved in settling a new world and live for eternity. What do you say?”

      “I’d say there’s a catch you aren’t telling me about. You’re forgetting how well I know you. The answer’s no. I’d be crazy to accept your proposal. Now leave.” She willed herself to move away but her feet were rooted to the deck.

      “If I’m leaving,” Arief hissed, leaning in, “then you’re coming with me.” He grabbed her shoulder. His fingertips dug into her flesh like pincers.

      “Smart answer, Setia,” said a new voice.

      Mapper Robins appeared from around the curve in the corridor. He drew to a halt and fixed Arief with a hard stare. “Let go of her.”

      “Or you’ll…?” Arief retorted derisively.

      His fingers dug deeper and Setia winced.

      “You have no right to be here,” said Robins. “None of your species has. That was the agreement.”

      “That was the agreement about Earth. As you may have noticed, we are not on Earth.”

      Agreement? What were they talking about? Setia had no idea, though she was deeply relieved Robins had arrived. She had a suspicion Arief would have been able to take her, regardless of her wishes, across the void to the fake ‘heaven’ he’d proposed. He might still do it, but at least Robins was trying to help.

      The mapper moved closer. “That was the agreement about humanity.” He placed a hand on Arief’s arm. “Release her.”

      “And if I do not?!” Dark rage suffused Arief’s face.

      “Then my brother leaves your world, and so does Arthur.”

      Another new voice.

      Setia swung her head around.

      It was the woman with the bird. What had Robins said her name was? Carys…something.

      “What would your friends have to say about that?” Her falcon companion sat on her shoulder, its bright, intelligent gaze focused on the alien.

      “Good point,” said Robins. “Thank you.” He returned his attention to Arief. “What would they say?”

      Arief didn’t reply, but his hold on Setia didn’t loosen.

      “You have no place here,” Robins announced. “Depart this ship, leave us to continue our voyage in peace, and cease your interference in our affairs. We have fulfilled our side of the contract. Your species must fulfil yours.”

      “Wrong!” Arief barked. “We do not have to do anything. But I choose to abide—for now.”

      His fingers opened. Setia gasped and sagged against the wall, lifting a hand to her painful shoulder. Dark bruises had to be forming where his fingertips had bit.

      Arief was melting, dissolving once more. He ballooned into a dark grey mass of particles, and then swept into the vent as if sucked by a vacuum, until there was nothing but empty space where he’d stood.

      “Has he really gone?” asked Carys.

      Robins replied, “There’s no way of telling for sure, but I don’t think he will be back for a while.” He noticed Setia where she slumped against the wall. “My dear, I’m so sorry. Let’s get you to a sick bay.”

      “I’m okay, just a bit sore.”

      “We had to allow you to make yourself bait, I’m afraid, to draw him out. Otherwise he might have lurked inside the environmental control system forever. I didn’t want to put you in danger, but you were already in a perilous position. He might have taken you at any time. The agreement seems to be holding him in check, however, for now anyway. He seemed to need your acquiescence before he took you away.”

      “Could he do that?” asked Setia, continuing to rub her shoulder. “Across space and without a ship, I mean?”

      “He must be able to, or else why would he suggest it? Though we aren’t exactly sure what they can and can’t do.”

      “What’s the agreement you were talking about?”

      “It was recently forged between humans and Arief’s species, but it would take a long time to explain. Perhaps Carys could…”

      Except for Setia and Robins, the passageway was empty.

      Carys had gone.
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      Setia found Carys Ellis topping up a bird feeder in the aviary. The young woman stood next to the wide dish atop a pole, scraping chopped fruit from a plate. Her avian companion was absent. Trees surrounded the feeder, reaching up to the brilliant lights in the ceiling, and parrots and cockatoos were already swooping down to eat. Carys took a step backward and watched them for a few moments before leaving.

      Setia hesitated to follow. Twice, they’d both been involved in an altercation with Arief. Twice, Carys had slipped away, as if to avoid her. Was it personal, or was the Bres’s bird expert only shy and reclusive?

      It had taken several days of puzzlement coupled with the tedium of shipboard life to prompt Setia to seek Carys out, and now she was here, indecision re-surfaced. Rather than follow the enigmatic woman, she set off in another direction.

      It was her first visit to the aviary. One of the areas reserved for higher passenger classes, it had been out of bounds, but Mapper Robins had ‘tweaked’ her permissions. He was keen on the two of them becoming friends, though he continued to refuse to explain why. But she wasn’t about to turn down a free upgrade.

      A flock of small birds burst from bushes and soared upwards, twittering and squabbling. On a nearby branch, love-birds rubbed beaks. Hidden pigeons or doves cooed incessantly, and from somewhere more distant came the caws of crows. The environmental control units kept the atmosphere a tad warmer and moister than the rest of the ship, and the greenery was thriving. The place brought back memories of home, and Setia resolved to return here often, regardless of the standoffishness of Carys Ellis.

      She turned a corner and instantly recoiled. What might once have been a chicken dangled by its feet from a rope. Crows attacked the corpse, ripping off shreds of flesh and fighting with each other, clinging precariously and batting their wings.

      A couple approached from the opposite direction.

      “Gross!” exclaimed the man, and they turned back.

      Setia also reversed direction—and came face to face with Carys.

      The birdwoman, as Setia had come to think of her, had her hands on her hips. She waggled a finger. “I know why you’re here. Robins sent you, right? Look, I can’t stop you from coming here as often as you want, but I’m telling you now, we’re not friends.”

      “Hey, I⁠—”

      “And I’ll tell you something else, if your weird former boss turns up again, I’m not helping you with him. I’m done with all that shit.”

      “Okaaay…”

      “So we’re clear, right? I’m not going to be your bestie on the ship or after we reach Talman Prime, and I’m certainly not going to be your saviour if⁠—”

      “I don’t need saving, thanks,” Setia snapped, finally overcoming her surprise at the unexpected tirade.

      “Huh, it didn’t look like it. You had both situations totally under control.”

      When Setia didn’t answer, for in truth she had no answer, Carys continued, “Sorry, I didn’t mean that the way it came out. What I meant to say is, your business isn’t my business. I came on this voyage to get away from all that, and I can’t help you with your problems anymore. So it’s best if we stay out of each other’s way. That’s all I’m saying.”

      Get away from all what? Setia wanted to ask. This woman seemed to have a better understanding of ‘her business’ than she did. But she was damned if she was going to spend another second with Carys Ellis, who seemed to hate her for no reason. “Staying out of each other’s way sounds great to me. Don’t worry, you won’t see me again.”

      She about-faced and marched towards the exit. It was a shame to leave the place. She liked it here, birds fighting over carcasses aside. But she very obviously wasn’t welcome. The next time Mapper Robins mentioned that she should become better acquainted with Ellis, she would tell him where to shove his suggestion.

      As she stepped into the passageway, a comm arrived.

      “Setia,” Robins said.

      Just the man she wanted to talk to. She took a breath, preparing to chew him out.

      “Go to the shuttle bay immediately. I will meet⁠—”

      “The shuttle bay? Why?”

      “Please keep your voice down. We don’t want the other passengers knowing about this. I’ll see you there.” He cut the comm.

      She halted, trying to figure out what was going on. Passersby walked around her. Why the shuttle bay? She comm’d Robins back but he didn’t answer. It felt as though he’d given her an order, but she’d paid her fare. She was a passenger, not an employee. What gave him the right to tell her what to do? Reluctant to obey, yet curious to find out what was happening, she slowly continued.

      Carys Ellis overtook her. Predictably, the woman didn’t offer a word of acknowledgement. Setia was certainly not going to say hello. Carys proceeded purposefully, arms swinging, ponytail bobbing. There was a flutter of wings, and the falcon landed on her shoulder. Setia followed the pair through several junctions until it became apparent they were travelling in the same direction.

      Awkward.

      At the bay, the four slim tubular craft that had ferried the Bres’s passengers from Earth sat in their spots, but there was a fifth vessel Setia hadn’t seen before. A squat, six-legged spacecraft comprised of connected spheres, it looked tougher and more utilitarian than the other shuttles. A jack-of-all-trades ship. It reminded her of a giant bug.

      Robins stood next to it along with a group of men and women in fatigues. Setia was a few steps behind Carys when they arrived. Robins rubbed his hands. “Glad to see you two are getting to know each other better.”

      Carys looked over her shoulder and frowned.

      Setia gave her a little wave. “We’re getting along like a house on fire. What’s this about?”

      “A short trip. A speculative expedition, so to speak. Providing you’re interested, that is. I mean you, Setia.”

      “I don’t get a choice, I suppose?” Carys asked bitterly.

      “As a member of the ship’s personnel…” Robins shrugged in apology.

      “A trip where?” asked Setia.

      “Why, to⁠—”

      “To the planet surface, of course,” Carys interjected. “Are we already in orbit?”

      “We will be dropping into normal space imminently. Your journey time will be approximately six hours. What do you say, Setia?”

      Carys caressed the bird on her shoulder and whispered in its ear. It took flight and fluttered out of the bay.

      “I-I don’t know,” Setia replied. “You said it’s a speculative expedition. I don’t get what you want me to do. I thought we already knew a lot about the planet from the probes. What would I do down there? I’m not a scientist or an engineer.” She hadn’t even been to school, though that was something she never told anyone.

      “You’re right, we do know a lot, but nothing beats being there in person. Scientists and engineers will be coming with you. They’re on their way right now. Your inclusion in the mission is speculative. You won’t have any duties to perform as such. Just take a look around. You’ll be one of the first human beings to ever set foot on an exoplanet.”

      “It’s a great honour,” Carys said in a sour tone. “Why would you say no? Apart from the risk of dying, that is.”

      She was trying to put her off.

      Setia said, “Sure, I’ll do it. Why not?”
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      If there was a change in the Bres’s motion as she dropped from deep red twilight into ordinary space, Setia didn’t feel it. All she knew was the shuttle pilot had announced they were about to depart and everyone must take their seats. The colony ship must have arrived at Talman Prime.

      There had been no general announcement.

      No burst of fanfare to celebrate the end of the voyage.

      No flurry of preparations to begin the colonisation.

      The passengers were being lied to, and Setia wasn’t sure how she felt about it. It was clear they were nowhere near ready to begin their challenge, if they would ever be. On the other hand, if they found out about the subterfuge, she feared the reactions of a bunch of people who were used to being in charge.

      The final arrivals were moving through the shuttle cabin, slotting into vacant places. The military contingent was already seated, so the newcomers had to be scientists and engineers. A tall, skinny, shaggy-haired man appeared—the hygienically challenged guy. He had to be some kind of expert, and that was why they’d let him on the ship.

      He moved behind her and sat down.

      Lieutenant-Colonel Markham appeared and stood at the front of the cabin. He cleared his throat, and the shuffling and murmuring died down. “Ladies and gentlemen, I apologise for the short notice regarding this mission. I’m sure you understand we must keep things under wraps as far as possible, and I appreciate your discretion. To those who are not under any obligation to be here, let me extend my thanks. My men and women have been briefed, but I’d like to say a few words to the civilians before you set out.”

      He nodded at two flight assistants, whose arms were filled with small, plain bundles. In response to his gesture they began to distribute them to the non-military personnel.

      Markham continued, “You’re about to receive an EVA suit. As you know, Talman Prime’s atmosphere is expected to be safe to breathe, but until on-site tests are conducted we don’t want to take any chances. Your suit will supply you with a couple of hours of air as well as protect you from falls and other accidents.”

      A hand rose from among the seats, grasping one of the bundles. “Are these like the new military armour?”

      “Similar. Your suit attaches to your body via shoulder straps, whereas military suits are contained within the uniform and activated by voice command. To activate yours, you must press a button on one of the straps.” He lifted a palm to his audience. “Please, wait until you’re about to disembark before putting on your suit. The material is smart, but it requires some room to work. You must lift your feet to allow it to flow under them and complete the seal. You will see a heads-up display with a range of information, including how much available air you have left. Ensure you return to the shuttle at least fifteen minutes before you’re due to run out. In case of an emergency, there’s additional air in the containers you’re taking with you.”

      Setia’s bundle arrived in her lap. She inspected it curiously.

      “It conforms to the size and shape of the wearer,” said a voice.

      She turned her head and got an unpleasant whiff. Halitosis Man was leaning over her seat back.

      “One size fits all,” he continued to explain.

      “Uh, thanks.” She faced forward in the hope of putting a quick end to the encounter.

      But he wasn’t deterred. “Made up your mind yet?”

      “About what?” she replied irritably.

      “About what the heck you’re doing here.”

      Before Setia could tell him to buzz off, Markham said loudly, “I repeat, civilian personnel must not exit the shuttle until the perimeter fence is constructed and electrified. Most of you have clear objectives for your time on the surface. The few who are along for the ride, just make sure you don’t get in the way. That’s it. Good luck, everyone. I’m jealous as all hell that I’m not going with you, but maybe next time.”

      He raised a hand in a gesture of farewell and left. The pilot reminded the passengers to strap in, which made Setia’s unwelcome conversation partner sit down.

      As the shuttle flew to Talman Prime, the annoying question from Halitosis Man turned into an earworm, digging a hole in her brain.

      What am I doing here?

      Not on the colonisation project. It had been her only escape from Arief, though that hadn’t turned out too well. But why was she on this mission? She had no burning desire to be one of the first arrivals. She couldn’t care less about her name going down in history. Neither was she a sensation seeker. Let the adrenaline junkies and the military take the risks. Though she was somewhat curious about what was down there, she was content to take a look after the place had been assessed and safety measures taken.

      She’d had the proposition sprung on her so quickly, she hadn’t had time to think. Mapper Robins had obviously asked her for a reason, but he hadn’t explained it. And then Carys Ellis had goaded her…

      Burnap’s balls.

      She was here because Robins wanted it and because Carys Ellis didn’t. Her decision wasn’t anything to do with what she wanted. It was like the last decade of her life, playing out all over again. But this time it wasn’t Arief controlling her. Two new puppet masters had arrived, though only one was deliberately pulling the strings. The other didn’t want anything to do with her, and that pissed her off.

      She folded her arms tightly over her chest. If she could have ordered the pilot to turn around and take her back to the ship, she would have. But there was no going back. She would just have to grit her teeth and get through it.
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      The view beyond the shuttle exit was a vertical, steel grey, fast-flowing blanket of water.

      It was raining on Talman Prime. If you could call it rain. Watching the downpour, Setia mused that the colonists might need to think up another name, something better suited to describe the perpendicular river that was precipitation on the exoplanet.

      Was it wise to step out of cover? Maybe it would be a better idea to wait until the ‘shower’ was over. But most of the soldiers had already disembarked and the scientists were following. Even reluctant Carys Ellis had left the craft.

      Setia hesitated, almost last in line.

      “Better press the button,” a voice warned from behind.

      Oh, man.

      The Odour Monster was like a little devil sitting on her shoulder. He literally hung around like a bad smell.

      She thumbed the button on her shoulder strap and a chill spread out from her back, flowing along her arms and legs, surging over her chest and up her neck. She recalled Markham’s advice and lifted each of her feet in turn. The silver material encased her shoes and left no mark at the joins. The substance melted together and became whole. As it enveloped her head, a spasm of claustrophobia hit. With a sudden sensation that she was suffocating, she tried to tear the covering from her mouth and nose, but her fingers only met a smooth, unyielding surface.

      How was she supposed to deactivate the suit? No one had explained.

      The HUD flashed to life. Figures and words floated on the edge of her peripheral vision. As she looked at them in turn, they grew brighter and more distinct. The data she understood included the external temperature, air remaining—currently one hour fifty-nine minutes—a distance measurement to ‘home’, which she guessed was the shuttle as it read zero, a list of gases and percentages that had to be the planet’s atmosphere, and stated under Comm was Incoming, General, One-to-One, and External. ‘Incoming’ was brighter than the rest, though she couldn’t hear anything. She was unsure how to operate the comm until she saw another sign that read Deactivate Suit and, in brackets underneath it, Focus 2 Seconds. So to return the EVA suit to its pack she had to stare at Deactivate for that length of time. A similar rule had to apply for the comm, along with a voice command, perhaps, if you wanted to speak to someone one-to-one.

      What if you were unconscious? How would you remove the suit? There had to be an outer control.

      Someone poked her shoulder.

      She knew who it was and didn’t turn around. Empty space was all that remained between her and the exterior. The rain had not abated one iota while she’d waited in line.

      She stepped out.

      The deluge hammered on the top of her helmet and her shoulders, the sheer weight of water pushing her feet into the muddy ground. The thrum of the pelting raindrops penetrated her suit. She could barely see a thing. Blurred shapes moved around her, close by and in the distance. The people nearby were the experts carrying out their experiments, taking readings and samples. The figures farther away were probably soldiers at the fence. There were also large, solid cubes. Storage containers. She looked beyond the fence, barely making out a grey-purple landscape.

      She tilted her head back. Water instantly obscured the view through her eye slit. Returning her attention to ground level, she squinted, trying to focus on the far distance, trying to see something—anything—other than rocks and mud.

      But there was nothing.

      Talman Prime.

      What a shithole.

      “Please move to the fence. All passengers move directly to the fence. Preparing to depart.”

      She recognised the pilot’s voice but she was confused. Where was the shuttle going? No one had mentioned a second trip. He couldn’t be going back to the Bres, and if someone had decided to try a different spot—somewhere dry and preferably sunny—shouldn’t everyone re-board?

      Two people were climbing the steps.

      She walked towards them, reluctant to abandon her only means of returning to safety, but a hand grabbed her arm.

      “Gotta get over to the fence, Ms…” a pause “…Zees.”

      Another familiar voice. It was the soldier who insisted on calling her One Punch Girl. She hadn’t known he was here too. “What’s going on?”

      “Shuttle’s gotta make another stop. Quake scientists need to install their seismometers. It’ll be back soon. No need to worry. This way, ma’am.”

      “Thanks, but I know how to find the fence.”

      He released her arm and she stomped away. From behind came the faint noise of the shuttle engine permeating the endless drumming of the rain. Black, horizontal fence lines became more distinct. As she reached the boundary she turned. The shuttle was lifting off the ground. Its six landing pads retracted into their slots, and then it disappeared into the haze.

      They were alone, for the time being. Alone on the surface of this strange, alien planet.

      There had been no celebration of their arrival other than some light clapping in the cabin when they’d touched down. No bottles of champagne had been popped. No speeches had been made. No partying had occurred.

      It was Deep-Space Colonisation Lite.

      The real celebrations would begin when the once-rich and mighty arrived. There would be a big show then. Then, and not before. Setia peered through the electrified wires and the corner of her lip lifted as she imagined the colonists’ reactions when they set eyes on their new home.

      The ground began to shake.
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      Earthquakes hadn’t been unusual in Spiral City. While the rest of the expedition members ran about—running where Setia didn’t know, as no one could get outside the fence—grabbed each other in hugs and gesticulated wildly, she only moved away from the fence, parted her feet for balance and waited for the tremor to pass. She wasn’t sure why everyone was over-reacting. They’d been told that Talman Prime was a young planet and many areas remained volcanically active. The vibrations were probably only the margins of a ripple spreading out from a far-distant epicentre.

      To be fair, this tremor’s a strong one, Setia mused, the reverberations running up her legs. The origin point might not be far away. Maybe the scientists’ estimation of the safe zones was wrong. Up until now, they’d only had probe data to go on. Still, unless a fissure opened up there was little danger. The greatest threat from an earthquake wasn’t the quake itself but falling buildings, and the only construction here was the fence. Luckily, no one was stupid enough to stay close to it.

      The vibrations were fading. People began to stop running and relax. Their hands fell to their sides and they stood around uncertainly. The downpour was easing too. The thrumming on Setia’s helmet, which hadn’t let up all through the excitement, was growing quieter and, for the first time, she had a clear view of the landing site and the landscape beyond it.

      They were standing on a plateau, the surrounding land sloping downward to lowlands dotted with lakes. So this was to be the site of the first human settlement? She could see the reasoning. The ground was flat and firm, and the rainwater was quickly draining away along rivulets and streams, heading for the lakes. They could farm crops and graze animals in the fields, and perhaps generate electricity from water moving down the levels.

      She blinked. What she’d thought was odd-coloured soil on the lower ground was actually shrubs and weeds. They were all shades of purple. The vegetation of Talman Prime was purple. No one had mentioned that in the information sessions. She lifted her gaze to a far-off mountain range, which she’d thought looked purple due to the distance, but maybe the slopes were cloaked by plants.

      Turning on the spot, she tried to find the sun, but all she could see was a patch of bright cloud high in the sky. It had to be roughly midday, yet the new world seemed so dark. Perhaps it was only due to the still-falling rain.

      Within the fence, the scientists had returned to their experiments and readings. Soldiers stood guard, facing outward, rifles at the ready. Some scanned the skies. Their efforts seemed overkill. Nothing moved above or on the ground. Apart from the vegetation, Talman Prime appeared to be lifeless.

      She crossed to the other side of the site for a different view. The landscape was similar, a bit more rocky. She imagined the first little town, but all she could conjure up was a damp, depressing place, the streets and prefab buildings huddled under a grey sky, the settlers’ days spent in tedious toil. Her days spent in tedious toil, with only disappointed, disillusioned, disgruntled fellow colonists for company.

      Her previous life suddenly didn’t seem so bad.

      She gave her head a little shake.

      What am I thinking? Even this was better than living under Arief’s control and doing a job she hated.

      Sighing, she wondered how long she would have to wait before returning to the Bres. With nothing to do and very little to see, the trip seemed a waste of time. She had no idea what Robins was on, thinking her presence would be useful.

      Her gaze lit upon a purple shoot poking up through a crack in a slab of stone. She squatted down to take a closer look at the alien plant. But what caught her attention wasn’t the plant but a long indentation running next to it. The groove seemed too regular to be natural. She ran a gloved fingertip along it, wondering what had caused it. The line extended across the rock and—she peered closer—onto the next rock. She moved sideways on her haunches to see how far it went.

      It disappeared into loose pebbles and shards. She pushed them aside. There it was. The line continued on, dead straight and at the same depth of half a centimetre. Odd. It didn’t seem natural. How had it been made? Nothing lived here except species just beginning their evolutionary journey.

      She rose to her feet. There had to be geologist among all these scientists, but how to tell who was who among the silver-suited figures? Should she try a general comm?

      But what if she was wrong? She didn’t want to look stupid among all these highly educated folk.

      She checked the line again, following it in the opposite direction. There was another line branching off from it, and another!

      She took a step backwards, almost colliding with the electrified fence. The more she looked, the more lines she saw, dipping in and out of patches of mud and scree. Most of them were not straight. They curved, spreading wider and wider across the site, glistening on the wet ground.

      Tilting her head and squinting, she began to see a pattern, or rather, not a pattern, but⁠—

      The ground began to shake again.

      Another tremor so soon?

      She braced herself, hands on hips. People didn’t seem so panicked this time, though really a bit of fear was warranted. Two tremors close together signalled something more serious than a little shake.

      The vibrations intensified, and Setia struggled to remain upright. She sank down onto her bum and wrapped her arms around her knees as the ground moved violently. A deep, resonant rumbling filled her ears. The last time she’d experienced a quake like this she’d been a kid. Many buildings in her home town had crumbled, killing or trapping hundreds of people. The ground had been lifted and moved, roads torn apart and bridges destroyed.

      If the site was too disturbed the shuttle might not be able to land.

      Crack!

      A fissure was opening.

      Her jaw dropped. The surface was pulling apart along a jagged line. Stones slid and bounced into the widening gap. Boulders lifted and tumbled onto their sides. Mud undulated like a wave. The ground was rising, pushing her over. On the far side of the site, the electric fence toppled, posts ejected from the ground or snapped at their bases.

      She scooted away from the hole, hoping the crack wouldn’t extend farther.

      How much longer was the quake going to last?

      It was insane. If this was what a ‘safe zone’ was like, there was no way Talman Prime was fit for human colonisation. They would have to give up and fly onward to another of the identified potential worlds.

      She inhaled sharply.

      A soldier had fallen—fallen into another crack. The new fissure had opened suddenly, right beneath the man’s feet. It might not extend far below ground level, but if it jerked closed… She swallowed. The result didn’t bear thinking about. She leapt up and ran over on wobbling legs. Staring down, she gaped and her eyes grew round. The fissure was deep, so deep she couldn’t see the bottom. It disappeared into darkness.

      The soldier was clinging to the edge by one hand, swinging the other up, trying and failing to grab the disintegrating soil. His legs scrabbled feebly on cascading stones.

      He was losing his hold. She stepped closer and reached down, trying to avoid tumbling into the fissure herself.

      The rock he was holding onto one-handed split under his fingers.

      He fell.

      She slapped her hand against his forearm and her fingers closed around it, digging in. She feared he would slip from her grasp, but the gloves of the EVA suit seemed specially textured for a good grip. On her knees, pressing her other hand into the unstable soil for purchase, she hauled the man upwards. She leaned back, gasping, and then dug in her heels to slide away from the hole, dragging his upper half out. He managed to climb out by himself and crawled forwards until his feet were clear of the crack. Then he dropped onto his stomach.

      Setia lay on her back, catching her breath, hardly daring to move.

      The vibrations were easing once more.

      “Holy shit! Thanks. That was close.”

      She guessed she was hearing the man she’d saved. Her stomach sank as she recognised his voice. In the heat of the moment she hadn’t even thought she might already know him. Everyone looked the same in EVA suits. “No problem.”

      “Seriously,” the soldier continued, “if it wasn’t for you I could be dead.”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      He turned onto his side. “What I can’t figure out is, how the hell did you do that? I must be twice as heavy as you.”

      The ground was still. The quake seemed to be over. Setia sat up. Devastation surrounded them. The place was wrecked, as if a giant cultivator had gone through it, upending rocks, churning mud. Two large fissures had opened and the site was now uneven. One entire side of it had lifted. Would the shuttle even be able to land?

      “Please remain calm,” said a different voice. “Needless to say, the mission is cancelled. When our transportation returns, we will be evacuating immediately. Pack up whatever you can of your equipment but stay away from holes and large rocks, which may be unstable.”

      While the colonists slowly moved, gathering up their items and stowing them in containers, Setia stayed where she was.

      The soldier got to his feet and held out a hand. After a moment’s hesitation she grasped it and he pulled her up. Slapping her back, he commented, “You might not be the friendliest girl I ever met, but I’m sure glad you’re here.”
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      Setia burst into Robins’s office. The old man, who was crouching over an interface, looked up, eyebrows lifting in surprise. She was reminded of her joke—how come he hadn’t known she was coming? Pushing aside the thought, she was about to speak when he beat her to it.

      “Setia, I’m glad you weren’t hurt in the earthquake. But if you’ve come here to complain about my invitation to participate in the mission, I can only say⁠—”

      “I saw something. I think I know why I had to go there. I saw something on the ground and I think it’s significant.”

      He leaned back in his seat and folded his hands on his lap. “What kind of something? I would have thought there were many strange things to see on an exoplanet.”

      “Then you’d guess wrong.” She pulled out a seat and sat down opposite him, leaning her elbows on his desk. “Talman Prime is about the most boring, depressing place I’ve ever been. The only strange thing about it is the vegetation. It’s coloured like the vomit of a dog with a nasty disease. You know, there’s going to be hell to pay when our privileged passengers get down there and see the place they’ve paid a fortune to live in. But that’s beside the point. I think I’m beginning to understand why I’m significant in your skein. I saw something, and I don’t think anyone else did. Everyone else was too busy, either keeping guard or doing experiments. I’m not sure what I saw, but it has to be important.”

      “All right. Describe this thing.”

      She opened her mouth to speak, but he held up a finger. “Wait a moment.” He gave the voice command to set his interface to record.

      “It was a pattern,” she said. “It took up most of the site, and it was faint, just lines on the surface. In some places it was covered by patches of mud or loose rocks, but if you followed the angle from where a line disappeared, it always reappeared in the right place. I swear it wasn’t natural. Something or someone carved it.”

      “A regular pattern?”

      “Not exactly, or at least, I don’t think so. It looked symbolic, but naturalistic.”

      “Symbolic and naturalistic?”

      “It’s hard to explain. I was still trying to figure it out when the second tremor struck.”

      “So you only caught a glimpse of this thing?” His tone held a note of scepticism.

      “More than a glimpse. I saw enough of it to realise what I was looking at wasn’t natural cracks in the rock.”

      “Could you draw it?”

      The desk top interface in front of her lit up and a slot slid open, containing a stylus.

      “Uhh…” She’d never drawn anything in her life. “I’ll try.” The stylus felt weird in her fingers. She pressed the tip against the screen and scraped a line.

      “You don’t have to press so hard,” Robins said gently.

      Easing the pressure, she tried again. But what she produced looked very little like what she’d seen. “This is wrong. How do I erase it?”

      “Never mind. I just remembered your EVA suit camera will have recorded everything you saw. We can check the vid.”

      We? Who else would be verifying her story?

      One time, when she’d been running drugs in Spiral City, she’d been picked up by the police and interrogated. It had been horrible. The authorities rarely stuck to the rules once you were behind closed doors. They hadn’t gone anywhere near as hard on her as they could have, according to what she’d heard, and, luckily, she’d already handed off the last of her delivery minutes before she’d been arrested. They had no evidence. When it became clear they weren’t going to get an easy confession they’d released her. Nevertheless, the experience had left a deep impression, and it was one she didn’t want to repeat.

      She got up. “Okay, you do that.”

      “You’re leaving? Is something wrong?”

      “Everything’s good. Like you said, you have my suit’s vid. You don’t need me.”

      Robins’s brow lowered. “I feel I have offended you in some way.”

      “I’m not offended. The vid can tell you all you need to know.” She was halfway to the door.

      “For what it’s worth,” said Robins, “I believe your presence on Talman Prime was significant for another reason.”

      She halted and turned to face him.

      “You saved a young soldier’s life.”

      “Oh, that.”

      “Preventing a death in any circumstances has wide repercussions, wider than—if I may say so—a perceived pattern on rock. And I can see from the skein that your thread and the man’s have been somewhat entangled recently.”

      “Entangled? Is that what you call it? He keeps turning up in my life, like that smelly guy. I don’t see how they can be important. They certainly aren’t important to me.”

      “Smelly guy?”

      “Burnap’s balls, you have to know him. Furry teeth, bad breath, armpits like last year’s dirty laundry, the works. He must be one of you guys or else he would never have got on the ship.”

      Robins chuckled. “You mean Dr Jacobs.”

      “He’s a doctor?”

      “Head of the psychiatric team. I believe his personal hygiene habits—or lack of—are a ploy.”

      “A ploy to make people avoid him and ease his workload?”

      “To unsettle his patients. If something is distracting them, they’re less likely to put up defences. I believe he thinks he can get to the heart of their difficulties faster.”

      Setia was speechless for several seconds before saying, “Anyway, that soldier⁠—”

      “Corporal Sheldrake.”

      “Him and Jacobs, I hope our paths have crossed for the last time. I hope your skein’s wrong.”

      “It’s neither right nor wrong. It simply is.”

      She left.

      Screw Robins and his stupid skein.

      Marching along the passageway, she debated where to go. The trip had been exhausting. She should go back to her cabin and try to get some sleep. But her berth had come to feel cramped and dismal, like a coffin. On Earth, where she’d had a lot more money than most, she’d grown used to expansive apartments and luxury hotel suites. On the Bres, she was back to the tiny living space of her childhood, and it wasn’t great.

      I was trying to be helpful.

      She’d gone on the mission, and she’d reported back with what she’d thought might be useful information, only to be disbelieved.

      If that was Robins’s attitude, if whatever she told him had to be ‘verified’ by nameless others, she wouldn’t bother. She would keep her head down and just get on with the colonisation. The next time he invited her to participate in something dangerous, her answer would be no.

      She needed food. Something to eat and the presence of other people would help to reset her mood.

      “Hey, watch out!”

      A figure had appeared from nowhere right in front of her. They collided.

      “Ever thought of looking where you’re going?” Carys Ellis snapped. “You should try it some time.”

      “You walked right into me!” Setia protested, though, in truth, she wasn’t sure who was at fault. But it felt good to take her frustration out on someone.

      “Yeah, right,” Carys muttered, moving away.

      “Whoa, wait a minute.” Setia grabbed her arm.

      “Get off me!” Carys tore her arm from Setia’s grip. “What the hell’s wrong with you?”

      “What’s that on your shoulder?”

      Carys was wearing her fleet uniform. Up until now, Setia hadn’t paid much attention to the crew’s clothes. She vaguely knew that each section wore a different badge, and that the badges had three sides or parts, representing the three ships: the Bres, the Balor, and the Banba. The Engineering Section badge was the only one she remembered, after seeing it in a documentary. It was the Penrose Tribar, a weird triangle that could only exist as a drawing, not as a solid object.

      Carys’s badge displayed three rabbits chasing each other in a circle, their ears pointing to the centre. Like the Penrose Tribar, it was another illusion. Each rabbit appeared to have two ears, but there were only three ears in total.

      “The hares?” Carys asked, touching the badge.

      “Hairs?” It took Setia a moment to realise her mistake. “I thought they were rabbits.”

      “Right.” Carys narrowed her eyes. “Well, it’s been fun chatting.”

      “Hold on a minute.” Setia grasped Carys’s arm again.

      When Carys glared at her hand, she let go. “Sorry. And I’m sorry I bumped into you just now. But I’m interested in the symbol on your badge. Do you know what it means?”

      “It’s supposed to represent a few things. Why do you want to know?”

      “I think I…” Setia hesitated. After Robins’s response, she was reluctant to talk about her experience to anyone else.

      “You think you…?”

      Setia exhaled, puffing air between loose lips. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “In that case, let’s not waste each other’s time, huh?”

      Setia watched Carys’s retreating figure, unable to shake the impression that the image of the three hares running had been the pattern she’d seen inscribed on the surface of Talman Prime.
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      It wasn’t until she began piling her plate at the buffet counter that Setia realised she was ravenous. She scooped up spiced rice, curry, fried seaweed, dumplings and steamed slices of lotus root. The fare at the free-to-all cafeteria was especially good today. Perhaps the purser, Lineton, was easing up on rationing. After all, the Bres had arrived at her destination months earlier than anticipated. Or perhaps it was an attempt to boost morale. Grumbles and complaints from the passengers had been on the increase. Maybe the reality of what colony life would really be like had begun to hit.

      The place was busy, and it took her a minute to find an empty seat. It wasn’t until she was sitting down she realised Miriam Belby sat opposite. She greeted her awkwardly.

      “Setia, great to see you. I was wondering where you’d got to. Never seem to see you around, which is funny, considering we’re practically neighbours.”

      “Oh, you know.” Setia shrugged. “I’m not big on socialising. How have you been?” She mixed some curry with rice and forked it into her mouth. It wouldn’t hurt to let Miriam chatter on while she ate. The woman was harmless.

      “Pretty good. Well, no, that isn’t true. I’m bored. Can you believe it? There are so many things to do, so much entertainment to keep us occupied, but all I can think about is Arrival. I thought this voyage would be like a cruise, and, to be fair, it is in a lot of ways, but on a cruise you stop off at different destinations. The Bres only has one destination, and it’s all I can think about. Nothing else interests me, not the sim suites, vids, exercise classes, bars, live shows, games, lessons on building the colony…” She rolled her eyes. “If I have to listen to Papa Paulus explain how to grow yet another crop, I might scream.” She chuckled. “Not really. But you know what I mean.”

      Setia had managed to eat more food during this monologue, and her hunger pangs were easing. “I suppose so. What do you think living on Talman Prime will be like?”

      “Hmm…” Miriam knitted her fingers and rested her chin on her knuckles while her gaze roved upward speculatively. “My family has a beach house on a tropical island. We would always spend at least a month there every year. It was so cool, lazing on the beach, drinking cocktails and eating fresh seafood. I think life on the new planet’s going to be something like that.”

      Setia almost sprayed her mouth contents over her companion. She hastily swallowed and said, “What gives you that impression?”

      Miriam had been to at least one information session about Prime. Setia knew it because she’d been there with her. There had definitely been no mention of tropical beaches or cocktails. “It seems to me we can expect a harsh environment.”

      “That’s what they say but it can’t really be like that. Otherwise how could they justify charging us so much money? I understand we’ll have to do a little work at first, until things get established. Not everything can be automated, and humans will be needed for some tasks. But it’s obvious they’re trying to lower our expectations so when we arrive we get a nice surprise. Under-promise and over-deliver. It’s a marketing tactic, and a good one. My family is in business. I know all the tricks.”

      “Right.” Setia stabbed a dumpling and transferred it to her mouth before chewing stoically.

      “Don’t worry. Colony life is going to be cool.”

      A cafeteria bot had toddled over to their table. It must have spotted Miriam’s empty plate. One of its arms snaked out and grabbed the plate in its pincers. When it had gone, Miriam checked to her left and right and leaned forward before whispering something, but the hubbub and clink and clatter of cutlery drowned her out.

      “What?”

      She repeated louder in a conspiratorial tone, “Have you heard the rumour?”

      “Uhh, I doubt it.”

      Miriam leaned so close her upper half was almost lying across the table. “Some people are saying we’ve already arrived, way ahead of time, due to new tech, or space pathways, or something.”

      Her fork poised halfway to her mouth, Setia stared at her. “Some people? Do you know who?”

      “Does it matter?” asked Miriam, straightening up. “Do you think it could be true?”

      Continuing to eat, Setia weighed her words carefully. “If we’ve arrived, why wouldn’t they tell us?”

      “I’m not sure. They could be getting things ready. You know, surveying the sites, building houses and roads, shops, offices and hospitals, that kind of thing.”

      “Don’t you...don’t you think we would have noticed the people doing all that work aren’t here anymore?”

      “Not necessarily.”

      Setia had a vision of a world where only the rich truly existed, where builders, shop assistants, admin staff, medical professionals, all the people who did the actual work, were non-player characters. Burnap knew how Miriam saw sanitation operatives. Probably not at all.

      “There are twenty thousand of us. If a hundred or so have left the ship, who’s going to notice?”

      “A hundred or so? Is that how many you think it would take to…” Setia could hear her tone rising. She shut down her ire. Miriam couldn’t help it. She wasn’t to be blamed for how she’d grown up.

      But it didn’t matter anyway. Miriam hadn’t noticed her reaction. “Or it could be they want us to complete our training before we go planetside.”

      Finally, she was starting to make sense.

      “The lecturers like Papa Paulus will be under contract,” she continued. “They have to deliver all their classes or they won’t get paid.”

      Setia threw down her fork and folded her arms over her chest.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “Get paid? You understand there won’t be any currency, right? Everyone will be living on rations for years until the colony is established. What are the lecturers going to do with their wages? They would have to go back to Earth to spend them.”

      “I, er… I didn’t think of that.” A flush spread up Miriam’s neck and over her face.

      “It’s okay. Don’t worry about it.” Setia resumed her meal.

      “Maybe they will go back to Earth.”

      Tired of the conversation, Setia didn’t reply, keeping her head bent over her plate. She would be finished soon, and then she could get away.

      “I mean, if we have arrived, if the time it takes to travel the galaxy has shrunk that much, then it wouldn’t be a big deal for one of the ships to make the return journey.”

      “That’s not going to happen. The Fleet was built for colonisation. The ships aren’t ferries. Like it or not, we’ll be staying on Talman Prime. The only way off the planet will be to wrangle passage on the onward journey.”

      “Like it or not? What do you mean?” When Setia didn’t answer, she continued, “You don’t seem to think my idea of colony life is realistic.”

      Setia’s gaze flicked up.

      “I’m not stupid,” Miriam went on. “I can tell you think I’m an idiot. I can feel your contempt radiating out at me right now.”

      “That’s not…” Setia sighed. “You’re right. I don’t think your expectations are realistic.” I know they aren’t. “But you’re not alone, not by a long stretch. Hardly anyone seems to understand what they’ve got themselves into. Sorry if my attitude comes across as contempt. If it helps, I don’t have a lot of respect for myself either.”

      A bot was trying to leave the cafeteria, its pincers full of dirty plates and cutlery to be taken to the washer. But a burly guy with a bushy beard stood in front of it. Whenever the bot tried to go around him, he stepped into its path. The bot’s simple algorithm caused it to speed up to outpace the moving obstacle, and the game was attracting attention. Each time the man managed to manoeuvre into the bot’s intended path, a cheer went up. He was clearly enjoying himself as he defeated the machine.

      Setia rolled her eyes. Teasing bots was something most kids grew out of by the time they reached adolescence. This man still had some growing up to do, and his audience had to be very bored of life aboard ship to find him entertaining.

      “It’s okay,” said Miriam resignedly. “I’m used to it. My parents never liked me much. That’s why I’m here. There wasn’t anything for me back on Earth.”

      Their gazes met, and Setia gave her a small smile. “Everyone on this ship has a story, right?”

      “Uh huh. You never told me yours.”

      She wasn’t going to get into the Arief affair. She didn’t want to sound crazy. “It isn’t interesting.”

      Miriam waited in expectant silence. It felt wrong not to offer something to reciprocate her opening up. Setia leaned forward and beckoned the woman closer. Background noise from the commotion in the corner of the cafeteria would prevent eavesdroppers from overhearing them.

      “You know that rumour you were talking about?”

      Miriam nodded, eyes widening.

      The bot made a dash for it and almost made it around the man, but he was a sore loser. He kicked its little flexible legs sideways and the machine hit the deck with a thunk. Plates and cutlery burst from its grasp and scattered everywhere. Howls of laughter erupted from the diners.

      The bot clambered upright and stooped to begin to gather the dropped items. Leftover food smeared the floor and spilled drinks had made puddles. Grinning, the man walked to the bot’s rear and kicked, punting the machine onto its front.

      Cheers and clapping echoed around the room.

      With an air of stoical patience, the bot drew its legs in and pushed itself upwards once more. This time, it didn’t even have a chance to grab a single plate before the man kicked it again.

      “Stars,” Setia murmured. “What an idiot.”

      “What were you going to tell me?” asked Miriam.

      Setia got up and walked over to the man, reaching him as he was aiming yet another kick at the machine. She stepped between them and faced him. “Cut it out. Sit down and eat your dinner, or leave if you’ve finished. You’re making a mess.”

      Behind her, the bot finally made it to its feet and its pincers snaked out to pick up the plates.

      “Who the fuck are you?” The man thrust his face into hers. Alcohol wafted from his breath.

      “Just sit down and stop making a fool of yourself.”

      “Oh, yeah?” He tilted his head and pulled an ugly face, but then his features relaxed. He waved a dismissive hand. “Whatever.”

      As Setia turned away, he swiped a leg against her calves. She landed on her backside, the jolt jarring her spine.

      Leaping up, she drew back a fist and punched the man’s jaw. At the last split-second she managed to soften her blow. Nevertheless, his head snapped backward and he stumbled, clutching his face and looking shocked.

      After regaining his balance he flew at her with a roar.

      She ducked down, preparing an upper cut to finish this idiot loser once and for all, but a hand fastened around her biceps and a forearm moved across her chest, dragging her away. She went limp and allowed it to happen. It was a stupid, pointless fight. Other diners had grabbed the man and were holding him off while he struggled and fought.

      Guards ran in—where had they been five minutes ago? She was handcuffed. “I didn’t do anything. He assaulted me!”

      One of them replied, “We’ll let the captain decide that, ma’am.”

      “Setia!” Miriam called out as she was being led away. “What were you going to tell me?”

      “Never mind.”
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      If anyone could be said to have the weight of the world on her shoulders, it was the captain of the Bres. Or rather, if not the weight of the world, the weight of a gigantic, state-of-the-art colony ship and 20,000 passengers.

      The woman’s desktop—an expanse of polished wood—reflected her tired features. Great bags drooped under her grey-blue eyes and deep lines ran from the corners of her mouth to her jawline. Her hair was frizzy, a white halo around her aged face. A burn scar, pink and shiny, marked her right cheek.

      Captain Bujold’s seen some shit.

      The captain didn’t need to look so ancient. Cosmetic surgeons performed wonders these days, turning worn-out old hens into spring chickens. And though Mapper Robins could have easily chosen to look younger too, his appearance was sprightly and vital. Bujold looked like life had done a number on her, yet she hadn’t corrected her looks. Maybe she just didn’t care about her appearance, or maybe, as with Dr Jacobs and his off-putting poor personal hygiene, she had an ulterior motive.

      Was that why the captain hadn’t said a word for five minutes, ever since the guard had brought Setia into her office? She’d only lifted a finger, signalling a request to wait, and then gazed into the middle distance while listening to a comm. Was she trying to make a point about her time being much more valuable than an unruly passenger’s? She didn’t look angry. In another situation and different clothes, and minus the scar, she might have been someone’s grandma not wanting to miss the final climax of an audio show.

      Setia turned her attention to the wall screen, which was scrolling through a sequence of images. Lonely landscapes lit by low sunlight—moorlands, mountaintops, polar wastes—flashed up, hung around for a few seconds, and vanished, replaced by the next picture. Every so often a military starship put in an appearance. One of the ships was an earlier iteration of the Bres from the time when she’d been a giant spiral. Images of people were rare in the sequence and only one was familiar: Lorcan Ua Talman, founder of the colonisation project. How strange that, after dedicating most of his life to his dream, he’d changed his mind and decided to spend the remainder of his days on Earth.

      Captain Bujold relaxed in her chair and folded her hands on her lap, resting a steady, calm gaze on Setia. A muscle under her left eye twitched repetitively, like the beat of a drum.

      Instantly unnerved, Setia stared back.

      “Ms Zees,” Bujold said mildly, “I don’t think I should need to point out to you or any other passenger on this ship that your recent behaviour is unacceptable.” Twitch, twitch, twitch. “One of the paramount requirements for living on a starship is the absolute avoidance of conflict, especially physical conflict. Were the Bres a domestic aircraft or shuttlecraft, I would have diverted her to the nearest airport and had you and your brawling partner removed.” Twitch, twitch, twitch. “The safety of the passengers is my prime responsibility, and I will not tolerate any threats to it.”

      Setia had been almost mesmerised by the tic coupled with the captain’s soft, world-weary tone, and had barely registered what she was saying. There was an absence of true conviction in Bujold’s words, as if she was repeating a speech she had given many times.

      “Be sure,” the captain continued, “that if you don’t manage to keep your emotions under control and become involved in a similar incident, I will be forced to confine you to the brig.”

      She was silent. Setia’s attention switched from the captain’s malfunctioning muscle to her eyes.

      “That is all. A guard will escort you to your cabin. If you take my advice, you will remain there and sleep away your⁠—”

      Setia lifted her cuffed wrists.

      Bujold blinked uncertainly.

      “Take them off,” Setia explained.

      “When you’re in your cabin, the guard will⁠—”

      “Now. You must have the device to do it.”

      The captain’s twitch sped up and her lips thinned. She said quietly, “If you think you’re in any position to order me around, you’re sadly mistaken.”

      “Remove my handcuffs, or I’ll tell every single person on this ship that we’ve already arrived at Talman Prime.”

      Bujold’s mouth opened and closed. “You’ll find it very hard to speak to anyone while incarcerated.”

      “How long will you keep me locked up? It was only a small fight that I didn’t even start. He hit me, not the other way around. And, believe me, I can speak to a lot of people while being dragged to the brig.”

      Indecision seemed to war in Bujold’s features. Then she puffed a sigh and pulled a slim rod from a drawer. She inserted the wand into a hole in the cuffs and they sprang apart. “You know I could have you sedated so you wouldn’t be able to speak to anyone until you were locked in a cell? None of the guards would be interested in your ranting.”

      “I guessed you could, but I was betting on you not being a fool. No one could get to your position by being unreasonable or dumb.”

      Bujold snorted. “You’d be surprised. But you’re right, I’m not stupid or unreasonable. However, what I said earlier stands. I will not allow fights on this ship, regardless of the circumstances. So if you think you can convince me that what happened in the cafeteria wasn’t your fault…”

      “I wasn’t the one being a prick.”

      “I’ve seen the security recording. There was absolutely no reason for you to confront that man. You could have ignored him, reported his actions, or done any number of things other than challenging him. I’m familiar with your background, Ms Zees. Given your wealth of experience, I’m surprised you thought what you were doing could turn out well for anyone concerned.”

      Setia, who had been about to snap back a retort, was silent.

      “As this is your first offence, I’m prepared to let it go with only a verbal reprimand. Cause me more headaches and you will find my response very different. Is that clear?”

      “You know this colonisation is going to be a disaster, right?”

      Bujold shifted uncomfortably. “You aren’t here to give me your opinion about our mission.”

      “Well, you’re going to get it anyway. And it isn’t an opinion, it’s a fact-based prediction and better than anything Robins could come up with. You said you know my background? I bet you don’t know half of it. But in my time as Elek’s security person I encountered the worst of the worst. I’m not talking about the crowds at his shows. I’m talking about the entitled, rich dickheads who thought they could buy his attention or his friendship, hoping some of his shine would rub off on them. I know those people. They’re lazy, arrogant, and egotistical. Not all of them. A few were okay. Usually the ones who’d worked hard for every cred they had. But most of them were useless. Absolute liabilities in any situation. And what did I find when I boarded the Bres? A whole ship full of them.”

      “Oh, please.” Bujold waved dismissively. “You’re exaggerating.”

      “How much time do you actually spend with the passengers? This is the first I’ve seen of you.”

      “I have many demands on my time. Getting to know everyone on the manifest is very far down my list of tasks.”

      “Maybe you should give it a higher priority, though there’s no point now. What’s done is done. But if you think your colonists are going to get their hands dirty and work up a sweat building houses and tilling fields, think again, because that isn’t going to happen. As soon as they realise what they’ve got themselves into, they’ll be furious. It’s going to be mayhem down there. Chaos.”

      “The plan to create the colony was very clearly outlined in the⁠—”

      “You don’t get it. I bet half of them haven’t read the information. The other half thinks it doesn’t apply to them. Haven’t you received feedback from the lecturers and trainers? What’s Wulandri told you?” The Colonisation Coordinator must have surely informed Bujold about the passengers’ attitudes and mistaken beliefs.

      The captain pursed her lips. “I have heard one or two disquieting reports, I admit. But that’s only to be expected. I have no doubt there will be challenges ahead for all of us. Yet I have every confidence that, with time, everyone will adjust to the new way of living and the colony will succeed.”

      Setia shook her head. There was no point in giving a view of the future to someone who refused to open their eyes. Besides, arguing with someone of Bujold’s age made her uneasy. She should have more faith in someone who had lived so long and done so much. “Whatever you say, Captain. Am I free to go now?”

      “You may leave, but I ask that you avoid speaking to Mr Kaminski, who is waiting outside. And if you see him around the ship, please avoid him.”

      “Don’t worry. I don’t want anything to do with the moron.” Setia got to her feet, but then a sudden idea occurred. She dropped back into her seat and leaned across Bujold’s shiny desk. “Assuming the Prime colony does start to establish itself, the Bres and the other ships are going to continue their voyages, aren’t they?”

      “That is the plan. The Fleet will travel to a new destination.”

      “Which is?” Setia asked hopefully.

      Bujold’s eyelids lowered. “Confidential.” Twitch, twitch, twitch.

      “What if… what if I wanted to stay on the ship and come with you? What would I have to do?”

      “Your ticket bought you passage to Talman Prime and Talman Prime only.”

      “You mean some people have tickets to other places?”

      “I fail to see why I should discuss the ship’s business with you. That is all. Enjoy the rest of your evening, Ms Zees, and, please, try to stay out of trouble.”

      Setia slowly stood up. Should she tell her about the running hares motif? There didn’t seem to be any point. The captain wasn’t receptive to her ideas, and the glimpse of the pattern had been fleeting. Maybe she’d imagined it. The badge on Carys Ellis’s uniform might have only added weight to the illusion. “If the situation changes… I mean, if there’s a chance I could miss the colonisation and stay on the Bres, would you let me know?”

      “Goodnight, Ms Zees.”
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