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  To my friend John Anderson, dearly departed, and to all who were friends with him.




  Let the music play.




  





  PART ONE




  So, I’m supposed to tell you how I became a brain in a box.




  Huh. Well, that starts off a little dark, doesn’t it.




  Also, I don’t really know, technically, how they did it to me. It’s not like once I woke up as a disembodied brain they showed me an informational video about how they did it, just

  in case I was curious. Here’s the part where we snipped off all the blood vessels and peripheral nerves, the video would say. Here’s how we removed the skull and spinal

  column, and here’s how we stuffed your brain full of nifty little sensors to track your thoughts. Pay attention, there’s a test later.




  Jesus, I’m really bad at this.




  I’m not a writer or an orator. I’m not a storyteller. I’m a spaceship pilot, so let me just get that right out there. The Colonial Union asked me to tell what happened to me

  because they think that information will be useful to them. Fine, I’ll do it, happy to help. But it’s not going to be, you know, classic literature. It’s going to skip around.

  I’m going to get lost telling the story and come back to points and then get lost again. I’m doing this off the top of my head.




  Well, metaphorically. I don’t have a head anymore. Pretty sure they tossed my head into an incinerator or something.




  See what I mean?




  Someone’s going to have to edit this if it’s going to make any sense at all. So to you poor anonymous Colonial Union editor: I salute you and I apologize to you. I’m not trying

  to make your life difficult, I swear. I just don’t know what they really want, or how they want me to do it.




  Just tell us everything, I was told. Get it all down. Don’t worry. We’ll sort it out. Which I guess is where you come in, anonymous editor. Happy sorting.




  And if you’re reading this: I’m sure the editor did an excellent job.




  Where to start this damn thing? I don’t think any of you will give a crap about my childhood; it was standard-issue pretty happy, mostly noneventful, with decent parents and friends.

  Schooling likewise unremarkable with all the usual bits of stupidity and libidinousness with occasional moments of cramming for tests. Honestly, no one will want to hear about any of that. I hardly

  do and I lived it.




  So, I think I’ll start at the job interview.




  Yes, that’s a good place to start. The interview that gave me the job that turned me into a headless wonder.




  In retrospect, I kind of wish I hadn’t of gotten the gig.




  Oh, and maybe I should say what my name is. Just for the record.




  It’s Rafe. Rafe Daquin.




  I’m Rafe Daquin, and I’m a brain in a box.




  Hi.




  The reason I got the interview at all was because of a university friend of mine, Hart Schmidt. He works as a Colonial Union diplomat, which I always thought was the very

  definition of a thankless job, and in some recent downtime was in a bar on Phoenix Station and talking to the executive officer of the Chandler, a cargo hauler doing a standard triangle run

  between Phoenix, Huckleberry, and Erie. Not exactly a prestige job, but a gig is a gig. They can’t all be glamour postings.




  Anyway, in conversation the XO was griping about how when they got to Phoenix Station the Chandler was met by a bunch of law enforcement types. Seems one of the Chandler’s

  pilots had a little side thing going, down on the actual planet of Phoenix, the details of which I’m still a little hazy on but which involved blackmail, intimidation, graft, and bigamy the

  last of these being one not so much like the others. The point was the Chandler was now down a pilot and needed one, fast.




  Which was nice, because I was a pilot, and I needed a job. Also fast.




  “This tells me you were a programmer before you were a pilot,” the XO said, as he looked at my work history. We were in a burger joint on Phoenix Station; I had hauled my ass up from

  the planet as soon as Hart told me about the gig. The burgers were legend, but I wasn’t really there for the culinary thrills. The XO’s name was Lee Han and he had the look of someone

  who was going through the motions. I had a feeling that as long as I didn’t admit to murdering adorable kittens in front of children, I was going to get the gig.




  “I went to school for computer engineering,” I said. “Graduated and did that and programming for a couple of years. Worked for Eyre Systems, mostly on starship navigation and

  maintenance software. You might have one of our setups on the Chandler.”




  “We do,” Han said.




  “I can throw in some technical support,” I said. It was a joke.




  I’m not entirely sure Han got that. “It’s not the usual move from programming to piloting,” he said.




  “It’s the programming that got me interested in piloting,” I said. “I was one of the programmers who had some semblance of social skills, so eventually I was assigned to

  go up to Phoenix Station and work on ships to customize the software. So I spent a lot of time in ships and talking to crew and listening to them talk about where they’ve been in the

  universe. You do that long enough and just sitting at a desk pushing code seems like a way to spend a lot of time wasting your life. I wanted to see what was out there. So I hustled my way into an

  apprentice piloting gig. That was seven years ago.”




  “Not exactly an upward move, paywise,” Han said.




  I shrugged. I figured that the shrug would come across as a casual and cool Hey, some things are more important than money rather than Hey, I’m living with my parents who are

  beginning to resent that fact so I will take what I can get. Anyway both were true. Lots of things can be more important than money when you lacked other options.




  Not to paint my parents as the bad people here. It’s just that they had made it clear that it was one thing to support me while I was working my way up a ladder, and another thing to

  support a thirty-two-year-old human while I was sitting on my ass at home between gigs. Maybe they wouldn’t let me starve, but they weren’t going to make me comfortable.




  Which was fine. I wasn’t out of work because I was lazy.




  “Says here you’ve been out of work for the last nine months,” Han said.




  “I’ve been between ships, yes,” I said.




  “Want to explain that?” Han asked.




  Well, there was no way around that one. “I’m being blackballed,” I said.




  “By whom?”




  “By Captain Werner Ostrander of the Lastan Falls.”




  I thought I saw a faint smile on Han’s lips when I said this. “Go on,” he said.




  “There’s not much to say,” I said. “I was second pilot on the Baikal and the first pilot wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon, so when I heard there was an

  opportunity to move up to first pilot on the Lastan, I took it. What I didn’t know was that there was a reason why the Lastan had gone through six pilots in two years, and by

  the time I found out it was too late. I ended up breaking my contract.”




  “That must have been expensive.”




  “It was worth every penny,” I said. “Also, as I was leaving the ship I dropped my mother’s name to the chief steward. My mother’s a labor lawyer. The class action

  suit against Ostrander that followed was, shall we say, very satisfying.”




  Han definitely smiled at that.




  “But it also meant that Ostrander now goes out of his way to warn off anyone I try to get a pilot’s job with,” I said. “No one likes a troublemaker.”




  “No, no one does,” Han agreed, and inside I groaned, because I figured this was where I just blew the gig. “But then, I crewed on the Lastan Falls for a year, early in

  my career.”




  I blinked. “You did?” I said.




  “Yes,” Han said. “Let’s just say I can understand wanting to break your contract. And also that at some point I want to hear the details of that suit.”




  I grinned. “You got it, sir,” I said.




  “I’m going to be blunt, Mr. Daquin, this position is a step back for you,” Han said. “It’s third pilot, and it’s a straight bread-and-butter trade run. We go

  here, we go to Huckleberry, we go to Erie, we repeat. It’s not exciting, and just like the Baikal, there’s little chance for advancement.”




  “Let me be equally blunt, sir,” I said. “I’ve spent nine months at the bottom of a gravity well. You know as well as I do that if I spend too much more time there,

  I’m going to get stuck. You need another pilot right now so you don’t lose time and money on your trade run. I get that. I need to get off the rock so I can have another shot at first

  pilot somewhere else without Ostrander’s blackball over my head. I figure we’re both in a spot and can help each other out.”




  “I just wanted to be sure everyone’s expectations were in order,” Han said.




  “I have no illusions, sir.”




  “Good. Then I can give you a day to close out your business here.”




  I reached down and patted the crew bag at my feet. “Business closed. The only thing I have to do is find my friend Hart and buy him a drink for setting up this interview.”




  “If you can do that quickly there’ll be a shuttle to the Chandler at gate thirty-six in a couple of hours.”




  “I’ll be on it, sir,” I said.




  “Well, then,” Han said, stood up, and extended his hand. “Welcome to the Chandler, pilot.”




  I took the hand. “Thank you, sir. Glad to be aboard.”




  I found Hart a half hour later, on the other side of Phoenix Station, in a reception for his boss, Ambassador Abumwe.




  “She got the Meritorious Service Award,” Hart said. He was on his second glass of spiked punch and he was never one who held his alcohol very well, so he was on his way to being a

  little tipsy. He was also dressed in a formal diplomatic uniform. I thought it made him look like a doorman. But then I had just spent the better part of the year in sweatpants, so who the hell was

  I to say.




  “What did she do that was meritorious?” I asked.




  “She kept her entire staff alive while Earth Station was being attacked, for starters,” Hart said. “You heard about Earth Station?”




  I nodded. The Colonial Union was pretty good at keeping bad news from reaching the civilians of the colonies, but some pieces of news are harder to hide than others. For example, the news that

  the Earth’s sole space station was destroyed by unknown terrorists, killing thousands including the cream of the Earth’s diplomatic corps, and that the Earth blamed the Colonial Union

  for the attack and severed all diplomatic and economic ties.




  Yeah, that one was a little hard to hide.




  The Colonial Union’s official story about it, said only that it had been a terrorist attack; the rest of it I had filled in from former shipmates and friends like Hart. When you live at

  the bottom of a gravity well, you only tend to hear the official story. The people who actually move between the stars, on the other hand, hear a lot more. It’s hard to sell the official

  story to people who can see things for themselves.




  “Some people saved themselves,” said Harry Wilson, a friend of Hart’s who he’d just introduced to me. Wilson was a member of the Colonial Defense Forces; his green skin

  gave him away. That and the fact that he looked the same age as my kid brother, but was probably something like 120 years old. Having a genetically modified, not-quite-human body had certain

  advantages, as long as you didn’t mind being the same color as guacamole. “Your friend Hart here, for example. He got himself to an escape pod and ditched from Earth Station as it was

  literally blowing up around him.”




  “A slight exaggeration,” Hart said.




  “No, it actually was literally blowing up around you,” Wilson said.




  Hart waved him off and looked back over to me. “Harry’s making it sound more dramatic than it was.”




  “It sounds pretty dramatic,” I admitted.




  “Space station blowing up around him,” Wilson said again, emphasizing the last part.




  “I was unconscious for most of the trip down to Earth,” Hart said. “I think that’s probably a good thing.”




  I nodded toward Ambassador Abumwe, who I recognized from pictures, and who was on the other side of the reception hall, shaking hands with well-wishers in a receiving line. “How was the

  ceremony?”




  “Painful,” Wilson said.




  “It was all right,” Hart said.




  “Painful,” Wilson repeated. “The guy who gave out the medal—”




  “Assistant Secretary of State Tyson Ocampo,” Hart said.




  “—was a fatuous gasbag,” Wilson continued. “I’ve met a lot of people in the diplomatic corps who were in love with the sound of their own voice, but this guy. He

  and his voice should just get a room.”




  “It wasn’t that bad,” Hart said to me.




  “You saw Abumwe’s face while that dude was going on,” Wilson said, to Hart.




  “Ocampo,” Hart said, clearly pained that the assistant secretary of state was being referred to as “that dude.” “The number two man in the department. And there was

  nothing going on with her face,” Hart said.




  “She was definitely wearing her ‘please shut the hell up,’ face,” Wilson said, to me. “Trust me, I have seen it many times.”




  I looked over to Hart. “It’s true,” he said. “Harry has seen the ambassador’s ‘shut up’ face more than most.”




  “Speak of the devil,” Wilson said, and motioned slightly with his head. “Look who’s coming this way.” I glanced over and saw a middle-aged man in a resplendent

  Colonial Union diplomatic uniform, followed by a young woman, heading our direction.




  “The fatuous gasbag?” I asked.




  “Secretary Ocampo,” Hart said, emphatically.




  “Same thing,” Wilson said.




  “Gentlemen,” Ocampo said, coming up to us.




  “Hello, Secretary Ocampo,” Wilson said, very smoothly and I thought I saw Hart relax maybe a tiny bit. “What may we do for you, sir?”




  “Well, since you’re standing between me and the punch, perhaps you would be so kind as to get me a cup,” he said.




  “Let me get that for you,” Hart said, and nearly dropped his own glass in the process.




  “Thank you,” Ocampo said. “Schmidt, yes? One of Abumwe’s people.” He then turned to Wilson. “And you are?”




  “Lieutenant Harry Wilson.”




  “Really,” Ocampo said, and sounded impressed. “You’re the one who saved the daughter of the secretary of state of the United States when Earth Station was

  destroyed.”




  “Danielle Lowen,” Wilson said. “And yes. She’s a diplomat in her own right, of course.”




  “Of course,” Ocampo said. “But the fact that she’s Secretary Lowen’s daughter didn’t hurt. It’s one reason why the U.S. is one of the few countries on

  Earth that will speak to the Colonial Union in any capacity.”




  “I’m happy to be useful, sir,” Wilson said. Hart handed him his punch.




  “Thank you,” Ocampo said, to Hart, and then turned his attention back to Wilson. “I understand you also skydived from Earth Station all the way down to Earth with Miss

  Lowen.”




  “That’s correct, sir,” Wilson said.




  “That must have been some experience.”




  “I mostly remember trying not to go ‘splat’ at the end of it.”




  “Of course,” Ocampo said. He turned to me next, registering my lack of dress uniform and the crew bag at my feet, and waited for me to identify myself.




  “Rafe Daquin,” I said, taking the hint. “I’m crashing the party, sir.”




  “He’s a friend of mine who happened to be on station,” Hart said. “He’s a pilot on a trade ship.”




  “Oh,” Ocampo said. “Which one?”




  “The Chandler,” I said.




  “Isn’t that interesting,” Ocampo said. “I’ve booked passage on the Chandler.”




  “You have?” I asked.




  “Yes. It’s been a few years since I’ve taken a vacation and I decided to take a month to hike the Connecticut mountains on Huckleberry. That’s the Chandler’s

  next destination, unless I’m mistaken,” Ocampo said.




  “You could just take a department ship, I would think,” I said.




  Ocampo smiled. “It would look bad to commandeer a State Department ship as a personal taxi, I’m afraid. As I understand it the Chandler lets out a couple of staterooms for

  passengers. I and Vera here,” he nodded toward his assistant, “have taken them. How are they?”




  “The staterooms?” I asked. Ocampo nodded. “I’m not sure.”




  “Rafe has just been hired as of about an hour ago,” Hart said. “He hasn’t even been on the ship yet. He’s taking a shuttle over in about an hour.”




  “That’s the same shuttle you’ll be on, sir,” Vera said to Ocampo.




  “So we’ll experience it for the first time together,” the secretary said, to me.




  “I suppose that’s true,” I said. “If you would like I would be happy to escort you and your assistant to the shuttle gate, when you’re ready to depart.”




  “Thank you, I’d appreciate that,” Ocampo said. “I’ll have Vera tell you when we’re ready. Until then, gentlemen.” He nodded and wandered off with his

  punch, Vera following behind.




  “Very diplomatic,” Wilson said to me, once he was gone.




  “You jumped out of an exploding space station?” I said to him, changing the subject.




  “It wasn’t exploding that much when I jumped,” Wilson said.




  “And you got out in an escape pod just in time,” I said to Hart. “I’m clearly in the wrong line of space travel for excitement.”




  “Trust me,” Wilson said. “You don’t want that much excitement.”




  The Chandler, as advertised, was not exciting.




  But it’s not supposed to be. I said before that the Chandler had blocked out a triangle run. That means that you have three destinations, all of which want something that’s

  made and exported on the previous planet. So, for example, Huckleberry is a colony that’s largely agrarian—a large percentage of the land mass there is in a temperate zone that’s

  great for human crops. We take things like wheat, corn, and gaalfruit and a few other crops and take them to Erie. Erie colonists pay a premium for Huckleberry agricultural products, because, I

  don’t know, I think they think they’re healthier or something. Whatever reason, they want ‘em so we take them there. In return we load up on all sorts of rare earth metals, which

  Erie has lots of.




  We take those to Phoenix, which is the center of high-technology manufacturing for the Colonial Union. And from there, we get things like medical scanners and PDAs and everything else it’s

  cheaper to mass produce and ship than try to put together yourselves in a home printer, and take those to Huckleberry, whose technology manufacturing base is pretty small. Wash, rinse, repeat. As

  long as you’re working the triangle in the right direction, you’ll get rich.




  But it’s not exciting, for whatever definition of “exciting” you want to have. These three colonies are well established and protected; Huckleberry’s the youngest and

  it’s nearly a century old at this point, and Phoenix is the oldest and best defended of any of the Colonial Union planets. So you’re not exploring new worlds by trading there.

  You’re unlikely to run into pirates or other bad people. You’re not meeting strange new aliens, or really any aliens at all. You’re shipping food, ore, and gadgets. This

  isn’t the romance of space. This is you and space in a nice, comfortable rut.




  But again, I didn’t give a crap about any of that. I’d seen enough of space and had the occasional bit of excitement; when I was on the Baikal, we were pursued for four days

  by pirates and eventually had to ditch our cargo. They don’t chase you anymore when you do that because then you have nothing they want. Usually. Sometimes when you ditch your cargo they get

  pissed off and then try to send a missile into your engines to register their displeasure.




  So, yeah. As Harry Wilson suggested, excitement can be overrated.




  Anyway, right now I didn’t want exciting. What I wanted was to work. If that meant babysitting the Chandler’s navigational system while it crunched data for a run that it had

  done a thousand times before, that was fine by me. At the end of the stint I’d have the blackball off my career. That was also fine by me.




  The Chandler itself was your basic cargo hauler, which is to say a former Colonial Defense Forces frigate, repurposed for cargo and trade. There were purpose-built cargo haulers, of

  course, but they were expensive and tended to be built and used by large shipping lines. The Chandler was the sole ship owned by its small consortium of owners. They got the obsolete frigate

  that became the Chandler at an auction.




  When I did my research of the Chandler before the interview (always do your research; I didn’t with the Lastan Falls and it cost me), I saw pictures of the frigate at the

  auction, where it was sold “as-is.” Somewhere along the way it had gotten the living crap beat out of it. But refurbished, it had been doing its run for almost two decades. I figured it

  wouldn’t accidentally spill me into space.




  I took the shuttle ride with Secretary Ocampo and his aide (whose last name I finally learned was Briggs; that came from the crew and passenger manifest, not from the secretary), and said

  good-bye to them at the ship. Then I reported to Han and my immediate boss, First Pilot Clarine Bolduc, and then to Quartermaster Seidel, who assigned me quarters. “You’re in

  luck,” she said. “You get private quarters. At least until we hit Erie, when we take on some new crew. Then you’ll get two roommates. Enjoy your privacy while you can.”




  I went to my quarters and they were the size of a broom closet. Technically you could fit three people in it. But you wouldn’t want to close the door or you’d run out of oxygen. I

  got to pick my bunk, though, so I had that going for me.




  At evening mess Bolduc introduced me around to the other officers and department heads.




  “You’re not going to be running any scams in your spare time?” asked Chieko Tellez, who was assistant cargo chief, as I sat down with my tray.




  “I did a thorough background check,” Han said, to her. “He’s clean.”




  “I’m joking,” Tellez said, to Han. She turned back to me. “You know about the guy you’re replacing, right?”




  “I heard a little about it,” I said.




  “A shame,” Tellez said. “He was a nice guy.”




  “As long as you’re willing to overlook corruption, graft, and bigamy,” Bolduc said.




  “He never did any of that to me, and that’s what really counts,” Tellez said, and then glanced over at me, smiling.




  “I can’t tell whether you’re joking or not,” I admitted.




  “Chieko is never not joking,” Bolduc said. “And now you know.”




  “Some of us like a little humor,” Tellez said, to Bolduc.




  “Joking is not the same thing as humor,” Bolduc said.




  “Hmph,” Tellez said. It didn’t look like she was particularly put out by the comment. I figured she and Bolduc ribbed each other on a frequent basis, which was not a bad thing.

  Officers who got on okay were a sign of a happy ship.




  Tellez turned her attention back to me. “You came over on the shuttle with those State Department mucky-mucks, right?”




  “I did,” I said.




  “Did they say why they were on the ship?”




  “Secretary Ocampo is going on vacation on Huckleberry,” I said. “We’re headed that way so he and his aide rented a couple of spare staterooms.”




  “If I were him I would have just taken a department ship,” Bolduc said.




  “He said it wouldn’t look very good if he did,” I said.




  “I’m sure he’s actually worried about that,” Bolduc said.




  “Seidel said that Ocampo told her that he wanted to travel inconspicuously and without having to feel like he was dragging his title around,” Han said.




  “Do you believe that?” Bolduc asked. Han shrugged. Bolduc then turned to me. “You talked to him, yeah?”




  “Sure,” I said.




  “That sound reasonable to you?”




  I thought back on what Wilson said about Ocampo being in love with the sound of his own voice, and thought about the shuttle ride, after the polite conversation was over, listening to Ocampo

  dictating notes to Vera Briggs. “He doesn’t strike me as the kind who prefers to be inconspicuous, no,” I said.




  “Maybe he’s just screwing his aide and wants to be inconspicuous about that,” Tellez said.




  “No, that’s not it,” I said.




  “Explain,” Tellez said.




  I shrugged. “I didn’t get that vibe from either of them.”




  “And how is your vibe sense in general, Daquin?”




  “It’s all right.”




  “What’s your vibe about me?” Tellez asked.




  “You have a quirky sense of humor,” I said.




  “His vibe sense works just fine,” Bolduc said.




  Tellez shot a look at Bolduc, who ignored it. “Why would anyone vacation on Huckleberry anyway?” she said. “We’ve been to Huckleberry. A lot. There’s nothing there

  worth a vacation.”




  “He said he wanted to hike the Connecticut mountains,” I said. “Whatever those are.”




  “I hope he packed a jacket,” Han said. “The Connecticuts are a polar range, and it’s winter for Huckleberry’s northern hemisphere.”




  “He had several trunks,” I said. “His aide Vera complained that he brought three times the clothing he’d need. There’s probably a jacket or two in there.”




  “Let’s hope so,” Han said. “Otherwise, he’s in for a disappointing vacation.”




  But as it turned out there was no vacation at all.




  I looked up from my chair and saw Captain Thao and Lee Han looking down at me, Thao with a severely pissed-off look on her face, and my first thought was, Shit, I

  don’t even know what I did wrong this time.




  My second thought was to be confused as to why I was seeing her at all. I was third pilot, which meant I got the shifts where the captain was usually not on deck; she was usually sleeping or

  tending to other ship duties when I was in the pilot’s chair. For the three days I’d been piloting, XO Han sat in the command chair while I sat in mine, and we did a whole lot of

  nothing—the course from Phoenix Station to our skip point was plotted for us by Phoenix Station and all I had to do was make sure we didn’t drift for one reason or another.




  We hadn’t. I could have napped through all of my shifts and it would have had the same effect.




  We were twelve hours out from skip. At that time the captain would be in the chair, Bolduc would be piloting with Second Pilot Schreiber assisting, and with any luck I would be asleep in my

  bunk. Having the captain on deck now meant something was out of whack; that she was standing over my chair said maybe what was out of whack had to do with me. What it was I had no idea. Like I

  said, we were exactly where we needed to be for the skip. There was literally nothing I could have been doing wrong.




  “Yes, ma’am?” I said. When in doubt, be ready to take an order.




  Captain Thao held out a memory card. I looked at it, stupidly. “It’s a memory card,” I said.




  “I know what it is,” Captain Thao said. “I need you to help me with it.”




  “All right,” I said. “How?”




  “You worked on the piloting systems as a programmer, yes? Lee tells me you did.”




  “I did several years ago,” I said, glancing over at Han, whose expression was blank.




  “So you know how it works.”




  “I haven’t worked on the code for the most recent versions of the software, but it’s built using the same language and compilers,” I said. “I wouldn’t have a

  problem catching up on it.”




  “The piloting system has the ability to accept encoded commands, yes? Destinations can be plugged in without openly revealing what they are.”




  “Sure,” I said. “That’s a standard feature. It was put into military piloting software so if a ship or drone is captured, it’d be harder for whoever captured it to

  find out its destination. We don’t usually use the secure mode on trade ships because there’s no point. We have to file courses with the Colonial Union anyway. They know where

  we’re going.”




  “I have an encrypted destination on this memory card,” Thao said. “Can you tell me where it is?”




  “No,” I said. “It’s encrypted.” And then I realized that it was entirely possible that last comment came out in my “condescending nerd” voice, so I

  quickly added to it. “What I mean is that I would need the encryption key for it. I don’t have it.”




  “The system has it,” Thao said.




  “Right, but the system doesn’t tell us what it is,” I said. “The point of the secure mode is to let the navigation computer and only the navigation computer know

  where the ship is going.”




  “Could you crack it without a key?”




  “The encryption?” I asked. Thao nodded. “How much time do I have?”




  “How long until skip?”




  I checked my monitor. “Twelve hours, twenty-three minutes.”




  “That long.”




  “No,” I said. “If you gave me a month I could maybe do it. Or if I had passwords or biometrics or whatever it was that let whoever gave you that memory card into the encryption

  system in the first place.” I motioned to the card. “Was that encrypted on the Chandler?”




  “No.”




  “I would need more time than we have, then, ma’am.”




  Captain Thao nodded, moody, and looked over to Han.




  “May I ask what’s going on, ma’am?” I said.




  “No,” Captain Thao said. She reached out to me with the memory card. “I need you to put this new destination into the navigation system. Let Han know when you’ve done it

  and the new destination is confirmed.”




  I took the card. “It’ll take about a minute and a half,” I said.




  “Fine,” Thao said. “Tell Han anyway.” She left without saying anything else. I looked over at Han. He was still working on his utterly neutral face.




  “Mr. Daquin,” Secretary Ocampo said, as he opened the door to his stateroom and saw me standing on the other side of it. “This is unexpected. Come inside,

  please.” He stood aside to let me in.




  I entered the stateroom, which was roughly twice the size of my own, which is to say, the size of two broom closets. A lot of the space was taken up by Ocampo’s luggage, which was, as Vera

  Briggs hinted, a lot for a month-long trip. But Ocampo struck me as a likely candidate for being a clotheshorse, so maybe that volume of luggage wasn’t unusual for him.




  “I apologize for it being cramped,” Ocampo said.




  “It’s bigger than my quarters,” I said.




  “I would hope so!” Ocampo said, and then laughed. “No offense,” he said, afterwards.




  “None taken,” I said.




  “We’re fortunate Vera isn’t in here as well, we might not be able to move,” Ocampo said, and sat in the chair next to his very small table. “Now, let me guess why

  you’re here, Mr. Daquin. I’m guessing that sometime in the last few hours, your captain came to you with a new destination, is that correct?”




  “It might be,” I said.




  “Might be indeed,” Ocampo replied. “And this new destination is secret, and now I strongly suspect that you and the rest of the Chandler crew are having a merry little

  time speculating about where this destination is, why we might be going there, and why your captain is following an order that no one should have been able to give her. Is that about

  right?”




  “That’s about the size of it, yes.”




  “And I bet you were volunteered by the rest of the crew to come see me about it, because you and I shared a boat ride over to the Chandler.”




  “No, sir,” I said. “You’re right that the crew is talking about it. But none of them put me up to this. I came on my own.”




  “That’s either initiative or stupidity, Mr. Daquin.”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “Maybe a little of both.”




  “That’s equally possible, sir.”




  Ocampo laughed. “You understand that if I can’t tell your captain where we’re going, I’m not going to be able to tell you.”




  “I understand that,” I said. “I’m not here about the ‘what,’ sir. I’m here about the ‘why.’”




  “The why,” Ocampo said.




  “Yes,” I said. “As in why the number two person in all of the Colonial Union State Department is pretending to go on vacation to an arctic mountain range and using a cargo ship

  to get there, instead of just taking a State Department ship with a formal diplomatic mission on it to wherever and whomever he is meeting and negotiating with.”




  “Well,” Ocampo said, after a moment. “And here I thought I was being clever about it.”




  “You were, sir,” I said. “But it looks different inside the ship than out of it.”




  “Fair enough. Have a seat, Daquin,” Ocampo said, motioning to his bunk. I sat. “Let’s talk theoretical scenarios for a moment. Are you okay with that?”




  “Sure,” I said.




  “What do you know about how the Colonial Union is doing these days?”




  “I know we’re not on very good terms with the Earth anymore.”




  Ocampo snorted. “You’ve unintentionally made the understatement of the year. It’s more accurate to say the Earth hates the Colonial Union’s guts, thinks we are evil, and

  wants us all to die. They blame us for the destruction of Earth Station, which was their major egress into space. They think we did it.”




  “And we didn’t.”




  “No, of course not. But many of the ships used in the attack were pirated from the Colonial Union. You’ve heard about that, at least? Cargo ships like this one being captured and

  turned into attack vehicles?”




  I nodded. This was one of the more wild rumors out there—that pirates, or someone posing as pirates, would take and board ships, but instead of the cargo, they were after the ships

  themselves. They would use the ships to attack targets in the Colonial Union and in the Conclave, a big political union of alien races.




  I thought it was wild because it didn’t make much sense. Not that the ships were taken; I knew that was true. Everyone in space knows someone whose ship was lost. But it didn’t make

  sense to use cargo ships as attack platforms. There were easier ways to strike both the Colonial Union and the Conclave.




  But now Ocampo was telling me that part wasn’t just a rumor. That these things were happening. One more reason, I guess, to be glad to be doing a trade run safely inside the Colonial

  Union’s borders.




  Except now we weren’t doing that safe trade run anymore.




  “Because the ships were originally from the Colonial Union, it looks like the Colonial Union attacked,” Ocampo said. “And so our diplomatic relations with nearly every nation

  on Earth are entirely shut off. Even those we’re not entirely shunned by we still have to be very careful approaching. Understand me so far?”




  I nodded again.




  Ocampo nodded in response. “In which case, Mr. Daquin, ask yourself: If the number two man of the Colonial Union State Department wanted to pry open diplomatic relations with the Earth,

  even just a crack, in a way that didn’t immediately require everyone involved to strike a political pose, how might he do it?”




  “By pretending to go on vacation but actually commandeering a trade ship to take him to an unofficial meeting at a secret destination, perhaps,” I said.




  “That might be one way, yes,” Ocampo agreed.




  “But he would still need to convince that ship’s captain.”




  “Convincing takes on many forms,” Ocampo said. “One form might be an official request from the Colonial Union itself, the refusal of which would cause the ship in question to

  be refused dock at any space station the Colonial Union controls. Which would be all of them, in Colonial Union space.”




  “And the refusal would happen because the captain didn’t play ball.”




  “Well, officially there would be all sorts of reasons given,” Ocampo said. “It would vary from station to station and from circumstance to circumstance. But in reality, it

  would be the Colonial Union expressing its displeasure at the lack of cooperation, yes.”




  “I don’t imagine the captain would be happy about that.”




  “No, probably not,” Ocampo agreed.




  “There’s also the problem that the ship, and its owners and crew, would take a loss because their trade route was messed with.”




  “If something like that were to happen, in theory, the ship, and its owners and crew, would be fully compensated by the Colonial Union for any losses, with additional compensation for time

  and other incurred expenses.”




  “Really.”




  “Oh, yes,” Ocampo said. “And now you know why it doesn’t happen very often. It’s expensive as hell.”




  “And you told the captain all this.”




  “I might have,” Ocampo said. “But if I did, I don’t imagine it made her any happier. No captain likes being ordered about on her own ship. But at this point there’s

  nothing to be done for it. How do you feel about it, Mr. Daquin?”




  “I don’t know. Better, I suppose, because I have some idea what’s going on. At least, if what you’re telling me is accurate, sir.”




  “I haven’t told you anything, Mr. Daquin,” Ocampo said. “We’re just having a conversation about possibilities. And this seems like a reasonable possibility to me.

  Does it seem like a reasonable possibility to you?”




  I thought it did.




  The next day, I got shot in the head.




  Before that happened, though, I fell out of my bunk.




  The falling out of the bunk was not the important part. The important part was how I fell out of it. I was shoved—or more accurately, the Chandler was shoved, and I pretty much

  stayed where I was. Which meant one second I had a bunk under me and the next second I didn’t, and then I was tumbling through the air, toward a bulkhead.




  When this was happening I had two thoughts. The first thought, which if I’m truthful about it took up most of my brain, was Whaaaaaa, because first I was airborne, and then I

  smacked into the wall.




  The second thought, in the part of my brain that wasn’t freaking out, was that something serious had happened to the ship. The artificial gravity field on the Chandler and nearly

  all space ships is incredibly robust—it has to be, or even simple acceleration would turn human bodies into jelly. It also acts to dampen skew and yaw inside a ship. It takes a lot of energy,

  basically, to shove a ship so hard that people fall out of their bunks.




  There was also the fact that while I was shoved out of my bunk, I wasn’t falling. Which meant the artificial gravity wasn’t working. Something happened to knock it out.




  Conclusion: We either hit something or were hit by something.




  Which meant that the part of my brain that was previously going Whaaaaaa was now going, Oh shit we’re all gonna die, we’re dead we’re dead we’re so fucking

  dead.




  And then the lights went out.




  All of this took maybe a second.




  The good news is I peed before going to sleep.




  Then the emergency lights clicked on, as did the emergency gravity, rated at .2 standard G. It wasn’t a lot, and it wouldn’t be on for long. The whole point of it was to give the

  crew enough time to strap things down and lock them away. Everything that had been previously flying around in my quarters—toothpaste tubes, unhampered clothes, me—began to settle to

  the floor. I touched down, quickly put on some pants, and opened the door to my room.




  And immediately saw Chieko Tellez running down the hall.




  “What happened?” I asked.




  “Power’s out,” she said as she passed me. “We skipped and then the power went bye-bye.”




  “Yeah, but how?”




  “Hey, man, I’m just a cargo monkey,” she said. “You’re bridge crew. You tell me.” And then she was gone.




  She had a point. I started on my way to the bridge.




  Along the way I saw Secretary Ocampo, who looked mussed and like he hadn’t gotten much sleep. “What’s going on?” he asked.




  “Power’s out.”




  “How’d that happen?”




  I just had this conversation, on the other side. “I’m heading to the bridge to find out.”




  Ocampo nodded. “I’ll come with you.” I didn’t think this was a particularly great idea, but I just nodded and kept going, assuming that Ocampo was following me.




  The bridge was busy but controlled. The first-shift bridge crew were at their stations, offering up status reports to Thao, who took them in and asked questions. I nodded to Ocampo, who had

  indeed followed me in, and then went over to Han.




  “You’re not on duty,” he said to me as I came up.




  “Thought you might want some help.”




  “We already have a pilot.” Han nodded to Bolduc.




  “Available for other things.”




  “Fine,” Han said. “See if Womack needs help with the sensors.” I headed over to Sherita Womack, handling the sensors. Han then turned his attention to Ocampo.

  “You’re not part of this crew, Secretary Ocampo. You’re officially in the way.”




  “Thought I might be useful,” Ocampo said.




  “You’re not,” Han said. “Go back to your stateroom.”




  “Belay that,” Thao said, turning to the conversation. “I want him here. I’ve got questions for him, and he damn well better have answers for me. Don’t you move,

  Secretary.”




  “I’m at your service, Captain,” Ocampo said.




  Thao said nothing to this, and switched her attention to Womack. “Sensors. Report. Tell me if we hit anything coming out of skip.”




  “Doesn’t appear so, ma’am,” Womack said. “If we hit anything, we’d probably be dead.”




  “Depends on the size of what we hit,” I said. “We get peppered with tiny bits of dust all the time.”




  “Those aren’t going to knock out our power,” Womack said. “They’re not going to shift us off course, either.”




  “How far have we shifted?” Thao asked.




  Womack shrugged. “Can’t give you a precise reading because our inertial sensors are screwed up. So are our outside sensors. I can’t tell you what’s out there,

  ma’am.”




  “Anything before the sensors went out?”




  “Nothing pinged,” Womack said. “One second there’s nothing but vacuum and the next we’re jolted and our power is screwed.” Womack stopped talking and frowned

  at something in her diagnostics screen. I craned my head in to look.




  “What is it?” Thao asked.




  “The diagnostics say the outside sensors should be working fine,” I said, going off the readings on the screen.




  “But we’re not getting anything from them,” Womack said. “Communications should also be working but I’m getting nothing.”




  “We’re being jammed, maybe,” I said.




  “I think so,” Womack said, and looked over to Thao.




  The bridge went silent at this. Thao nodded at the report and then turned her attention back to Ocampo. “You want to explain this?” she said.




  “I can’t,” Ocampo said.




  “You said that you were meeting diplomats from Earth.”




  “Earth and the Conclave both, yes,” Ocampo said. This was slightly different than what he told me, but then he said he wasn’t actually telling me anything, so.




  “Why would diplomats want to jam our sensors?” Thao asked.




  “They wouldn’t,” Ocampo said. “This is where we’re supposed to meet. They knew I was coming and they knew I was coming on this ship. They know we’re not a

  threat.”




  “And yet our sensors are jammed and we’re sitting here blind,” Thao said.




  “It could be pirates,” Han said.




  “No,” Thao said. “Pirates follow trade routes. This isn’t a trade route. We followed a route to a secret location only Secretary Ocampo’s diplomat friends would

  know we’d be at. Isn’t that right, Ocampo? Isn’t this trip supposed to be top secret?” The sarcasm of those last two words coming out of the captain’s mouth was

  unmistakable.




  Ocampo looked uncomfortable with this line of questioning. “Information about the Colonial Union’s diplomatic missions has been leaky in the last year,” he said, finally.




  “What does that mean?” asked Thao.




  “It means that the State Department might have a problem with spies,” Ocampo said. “I made every precaution so this information would be secure. Apparently it wasn’t

  enough.”




  “You have spies?” Thao said. “Spies for whom? The Conclave? Earth?”




  “Either,” Ocampo said. “Or spies for someone else.”




  “Who else?”




  Ocampo shrugged at this. Thao shot him a look that was a textbook example of disgust. Then she turned back to Womack and me. “There was nothing on the sensors before the power went

  out.”




  “No, ma’am,” Womack said. “Nothing but clear space to the skip point.”




  “Outside sensors still down.”




  “Yes, ma’am,” Womack said. “They should be working fine. They’re just not. I can’t tell you why.”




  Thao turned to Han. “Tell someone to go to an airlock and look out the goddamned portal, please,” she said.




  Han nodded and spoke briefly into a headset; presumably somewhere belowdecks a crew member was heading to an airlock. “We should start forming security details, Captain,” he said,

  after he was done.




  “You think whoever it is out there is going to board us,” Thao said.




  “I do,” Han said. “You said it yourself, whoever this is, they’re not your typical pirates. I think the only thing of value on the Chandler to whoever they are is

  the Chandler.”




  “No,” Thao said, looking back at Ocampo. “There’s something else here, too.”




  A ping came up from Womack’s console. We both turned to look at it.




  “What is it?” Thao asked.




  “An outside signal,” I said.




  Womack picked up her headset. “It’s addressing you specifically, Captain,” she said to Thao a moment later.




  “Put it on speaker,” Thao said. Womack switched it over and nodded to the captain. “This is Captain Eliza Thao,” she said.




  “Captain Thao, you have three Melierax Series Seven missiles locked onto your ship,” a voice said. It had that metallic, grating tone that made it clear it was artificially

  generated. “The first will impact and detonate midships, at a point where the structural integrity of the Chandler is the weakest. This will not destroy your ship but will kill many of

  your crew, and open a direct path to your engines, where the second missile will strike. That will vaporize two-thirds of your ship instantly, killing nearly every one of your crew. The third

  missile is for mop up.




  “As a trade ship, you have no significant defenses. Even if you had, we have jammed your external sensors. Your communications are also jammed and you are light-years away from any

  civilian or CDF station in any event. Your skip drone launchers are already targeted by particle beams. Your power is down and you will discover, if you have not already, that you will be unable to

  get it back online before your emergency battery power exhausts itself. If you were not already targeted for destruction by our missiles, you and your crew would freeze, and those who did not would

  asphyxiate.”




  “Listen to me—” Thao began.




  “If you interrupt again we will launch our missiles,” the voice said.




  Thao shut up.




  “This is not a negotiation or a parley,” the voice continued. “We are telling you what you will have to do in order for you and your crew to survive the next few hours.




  “And it is this. You will open your airlocks for external entry. You will assemble your entire crew in your ship’s cargo hold. We will enter your ship and take control of it. If any

  of your crew is found outside of the cargo hold when we board, we will destroy the ship and everyone on it. If any of your crew attempts to attack us or thwart us in taking control of your ship, we

  will destroy the ship and everyone on it. If you attempt to abandon ship, we will target and destroy the lifepods and destroy the ship and anyone remaining on it. If you and your crew do anything

  other than assemble in the cargo hold and await further instruction, we will destroy the ship and everyone on it.




  “You will have five minutes from right now to signal your understanding of these directions. You will then have one hour to signal that these directions have been fulfilled. If we do not

  receive both, then your ship and everyone on it will be destroyed.




  “That is all.”




  “Is that channel still clear?” Thao asked Womack.




  Womack looked at her panel. “Yes,” she said. “Everything else is still jammed up.”




  Thao turned to Ocampo. “These aren’t your friends, I assume.”




  “No,” Ocampo said. “This is definitely not how they would have greeted us.”




  “And what do you think has happened to your friends?”




  “I don’t know,” Ocampo said. “It’s entirely possible they were attacked, too.”




  “Options,” Thao said, turning to Han.




  “Assuming they are telling us the truth about the missiles, none,” Han said. “Whoever that was is right. We have no real defenses. We can’t outrun them. And even if we

  direct all emergency power to life support, we don’t have much time.”




  “And if they’re not telling us the truth about the missiles?”




  “Then we launch lifepods, fight them when they arrive on the ship, and destroy the ship ourselves if necessary,” Han said. “To Hell with these guys.”




  “We’ll fight, Captain,” I said. I don’t know why I said it. I wasn’t thinking about fighting at any point before. It just came up in my brain at that moment. It was

  like Lee Han said: To Hell with these guys, whoever they were. And if that meant fighting them with sticks, that was better than nothing.




  I looked around the bridge and saw people nodding. We were all ready for a fight.




  Thao smiled at me and then nodded, as a way of letting me know my comment had been registered and appreciated. Then she turned back to Han, who was not smiling. “But,” she said to

  him.




  “But they already have knocked out our power in a way we couldn’t and didn’t track,” Han said. “They’re jamming our communications and external sensors. That

  says to me they have more up their sleeves. Even if they don’t, if we fight them and repel them we’ll likely take losses and additional damage to the ship. We’ll all end up on

  lifepods just to survive. In which case whoever they are”—Han motioned outward, signifying our attackers—”can still take the ship without any of us on it. In which

  case, we’ve risked everything for nothing.”




  Thao turned to Bolduc, who was the pilot on duty. “Any chance we could skip out of this?”




  “No,” Bolduc said. “We entered this system near a planet. Under the best of circumstances we’d need three days to get to skip distance.”




  “We can’t skip without engines anyway,” Han said.




  “When can we get them back?” Thao asked.




  “Eller estimated twenty hours,” Han said, speaking of the chief engineer. “Our emergency power is going to last six. We’d still have to get the crew to lifepods. Whoever

  stayed would find breathing difficult until the power’s completely back.”




  “No matter what, we lose the ship,” Thao said.




  Han paused an almost infinitesimally small amount of time before replying. “Realistically, yes,” he said. “Even if whoever is attacking us did nothing, we’d still

  have to get nearly all the crew to lifepods. And I don’t think it’s realistic to assume that whoever is attacking us will do nothing. They’ve already done enough.”




  Thao sat for a moment, silent. Ocampo and everyone else on the bridge waited, conscious of the timeline for a response.




  “Fuck,” Thao said. She nodded to Womack. “Tell them we understand their terms. The airlocks will be open within the hour. We’ll signal when the crew is in the cargo

  hold.”




  Womack blinked, swallowed, and nodded. She turned to her console.




  Thao turned to Han. “Tell the crew. We’re under a deadline here.” Han moved.




  Then Thao looked over to Ocampo. “Well, Mr. Ocampo. I’m beginning to think I should have refused your request.” Ocampo opened his mouth to reply, but Thao was already ignoring

  him.




  The three creatures approaching Captain Thao wore black, were armed, and had knees that went the wrong way. One had something resembling a handgun, and the two others had

  longer weapons I assumed were automatic rifles of some sort. A larger squad of the alien creatures held back and fanned out through the cargo hold, getting good vantages to fire into us, the

  Chandler crew. There were about sixty of us, totally unarmed. It wouldn’t take them long to go through us, if they wanted to.




  “What the hell are they?” Chieko Tellez whispered to me. She was standing next to me in the group.




  “They’re Rraey,” I said.




  “Not friendly,” she said. “Not counting these ones, I mean.”




  “No,” I said. The Colonial Union didn’t spend a lot of time advertising specific battles, but I knew enough to know we’d kicked the Rraey’s asses pretty seriously

  more than once in the last decade or so. There was no reason to believe any of this was going to end well for us.




  The three Rraey reached Captain Thao. “Identify your pilots,” the center Rraey said to her. It spoke in its own language, which was translated by a small object clipped to its

  clothes.




  “Tell me why,” Thao said.




  The Rraey raised its weapon and shot Lee Han, standing with the captain, in the face. Han lifted in the low gravity and took a long time to fall to the deck.




  “Identify your pilots,” the Rraey said again, after most of the shouting from the crew had subsided.




  Thao remained silent. The creature raised its weapon again, this time at her head. I considered stepping forward. Tellez suddenly grabbed my arm, guessing what I was thinking of doing.

  “Don’t you fucking dare,” she whispered.




  “Stop it,” someone said. I followed the sound of the voice to Secretary Ocampo. He stepped forward, away from the Chandler crew. “There’s no need for that,

  Commander Tvann.”




  The Rraey turned its head to look at Ocampo. So did Thao. I think she realized, like I just did, that Ocampo had called the creature by name and rank.




  “Secretary Ocampo,” Tvann said, nodding its head in salute. “Perhaps you would be so kind as to identify a pilot for me.”




  “Of course,” Ocampo said. Then he pointed into crew members, directly at me. “He’s one. Take him.”




  Two Rraey peeled off and came at me. Tellez put herself in front of me. One of the two advancing Rraey raised its weapon at her. “You son of a bitch,” Thao shouted at Ocampo, and the

  crew of the Chandler began to agitate.




  “Quiet,” Ocampo said. He said it in a loud voice that he was clearly proud of, the sort of speaking voice that had been polished by years of diplomatic speeches and the assumption

  that people would naturally listen to what he had to say.




  And it worked; even the Rraey coming to get me stopped and looked at him.




  He held up a hand to further the call for silence. The crew hushed to a low murmur.




  “You will survive this,” Ocampo said, loudly. “Let me say this again: You will survive this. But only if you listen to me right now and do as I say. So listen.

  Quietly.”




  The Chandler crew was dead silent now.




  “I regret the death of Lee Han,” Ocampo said. “Rraey commanders are not accustomed to having orders questioned or refused. There will be no more killings unless you resist or

  disobey. I also recognize that from your point of view this looks very much like both piracy and treason. I assure you that nothing could be further from the truth. I am sorry I don’t have

  time to explain it to you further.




  “Now. I require the Chandler and I require a pilot. I am taking the ship and I am taking Mr. Daquin here. As for the rest of you, very shortly you will be escorted to the

  Chandler’s lifepods. The lifepods will be launched and immediately after the Chandler has skipped away—three days from now—an emergency drone will be sent to Phoenix

  Station and the Colonial Union with the precise coordinates to this system and your lifepods. You know that the Colonial Union keeps ships at skip distance specifically for rescue missions of this

  type.




  “So you will be rescued in four days, five days at the outside. The lifepods are rated for seven days under a full load. You will be rescued with time to spare.




  “I repeat: You will survive this. But in order to do that you must now offer no resistance. You must not fight. You must not argue. If you do, the Rraey here will show no hesitation

  in putting you down. I want you to see your family and friends again. I want you to make it back safely to Colonial Union space. Help me help you get there. Let’s get to it.”




  “I don’t believe you,” Thao said, loudly, to Ocampo.




  “That’s fair,” Ocampo said. He nodded to Tvann.




  The Rraey shot the captain in the forehead. She collapsed, dead.




  Ocampo waited for the screams to die down. “As I said, you must not argue. Now follow the Rraey’s orders, please.” He turned away from the Chandler crew and motioned to

  Commander Tvann to follow him.




  The two Rraey continued toward me, and I saw Tellez tense up to fight.




  “No,” I said to her.




  “They’re going to kill you,” she said.




  “They’re going to kill you if you try to stop them,” I pointed out.




  “We’re dead anyway,” she said.




  “I’d rather you take your chances with a lifepod,” I said. I put my hand on her shoulder as the Rraey arrived. “Thank you, Chieko. I appreciate that you’re willing

  to fight for me. I really do.”




  “Well, you would for me, right?” Tellez asked.




  “Yes,” I said. “It’s what I’m doing now.” I nodded to the Rraey, letting them know I was ready to go. One of them grabbed me by the shoulder, and we marched

  away from Tellez and the crew of the Chandler.




  I barely knew any of them.




  I was already feeling guilty that I knew I was going to survive.




  I heard Secretary Ocampo talking to Tvann as I was marched up to him. “How much damage did you do to the ship?” he asked the Rraey.




  “Very little and none that would threaten the ship structurally,” Tvann said. “We only needed to disrupt and disable certain systems.”




  “Good,” Ocampo said. “The Chandler’s chief engineer said he could get the power back online in twenty hours. Can you do it in the same timeframe?”




  “We will take less time than that,” Tvann said. “We have experience with this, Secretary. As you know.”




  “Indeed I do.”




  “It will be good to have you with us full-time now.”




  “Thank you, Commander Tvann,” Ocampo said. “I agree.”




  “What do you want to do with the rest of the crew?” Tvann said.




  “I told them we’d put them on the lifepods. Let’s do that.”




  “It will be a shame to lose the lifepods.”




  Ocampo shrugged. “They’re really not going to be needed, are they?”




  “No,” Tvann said.




  “Then no real loss. One thing, though. One of the lifepods needs to be destroyed. It has to be plausible that my body isn’t recoverable. Having a lifepod torn up will help with

  that.”




  “Of course,” Tvann asked. “You have an assistant, yes? Will she be going into the lifepods?”




  “Offer her the choice of the lifepods or coming with us,” Ocampo said. “How much you want to hint to her that the lifepods are a bad idea is up to you.”




  “She did not know?”




  “About this? No. This was a secret, remember?”




  “I believe I will simply order her to come with us. Less complicated that way.”




  “It’s your show,” Ocampo said, and clapped the Rraey on the shoulder, dismissing it. Tvann went to direct the herding of the Chandler crew. Then Ocampo turned his

  attention to me.




  “Well, Mr. Daquin,” Ocampo said. “Today is your lucky day. You will survive this day, after a fashion.”




  “There’s no emergency drone, is there?” I asked.




  “You mean, to let the Colonial Union know about the Chandler’s crew,” Ocampo said.




  “Yeah,” I said.




  Ocampo shook his head. “No. No, there is not.”




  “So you’re going to let everyone on the Chandler suffocate in their lifepods.”




  “That’s the most likely scenario, yes,” Ocampo said. “This isn’t a populated system. No one else is likely to come by in the next week. Or year.”




  “Why?” I asked. “Why are you doing this?”




  “You’re asking why I’ve apparently become a traitor?”




  “For starters,” I said.




  “The full answer is too long for the time we have now,” Ocampo said. “So I’ll just say that the real question is where one’s loyalties should be: with the Colonial

  Union, or with humanity. The two are not the same thing, you know. And I’ve come to realize that my loyalties are with humanity first. The Colonial Union’s time is coming to an end, Mr.

  Daquin. I’m just trying to make sure that when it ends, it doesn’t take the human race with it.”




  “If your loyalty is to humanity, then prove it,” I said. I gestured back to the crew of the Chandler. “They’re humans, Secretary Ocampo. Save these people. Send a

  skip drone back to Phoenix Station letting them know where they are. Don’t let them die in the lifepods.”




  “It’s noble of you to try to save them,” Ocampo said. “I wish I could grant your wish, Mr. Daquin. I truly and sincerely wish I could. But for now the Colonial Union

  can’t know that I’ve abandoned them. They need to think I’m dead. That only happens if there’s no one to report otherwise. I’m sorry.”

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
8 THE NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING SERIES

[ prraih vy

‘The most entertaining, accessible
writer working in SF today’ Joe Hill





OEBPS/html/docimages/chap.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
THE END

OF ALL THINGS

John Scalzi





