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			Prologue

			1969

			Here follows a restricted memoir extract from an unnamed mission controller of the Apollo 10 mission during its journey around the Moon. This document remains classified, despite the maximum information embargo (one hundred years) being exceeded. Any inquiry I have made about the reason for this has been stonewalled. Even now, I am only able to forward you this partial transcription. The redacted elements have been restored with a little guesswork.

			All efforts to attribute the writing lead nowhere. None of the registered controllers on duty that day published stories of their experiences, and this document contradicts the official accounts of the astronauts and NASA at the time. The only thing that makes me consider that there’s some sort of truth to it is that it remains restricted and the identity of the author is still classified. If there was nothing to this, why would the authorities continue to keep it back? Why not publish and call it out as lies?

			* * *

			The transmission occurred one hundred and two hours, twelve minutes into the mission. At this point, Apollo 10 was out of communication range on the far side of the Moon.

			According to the debrief information, Commander Tom Stafford and lunar module pilot Gene Cernan were in the lunar module, callsign ‘Snoopy’, while command module pilot John Young was in the main spacecraft, ‘Charlie Brown’. At that point, the two spacecraft were separated in a simulation of lunar liftoff. Each craft had its own transmitter.

			Dialogue between the astronauts involved their operational tasks and a discussion about food. The communications were over a radio link between the two transmitters. On the recording, which was subsequently published, all three men complain of hearing a strange musical sound in the background of their radio comms. This matter was also raised when Apollo 10 returned to Earth and the team was debriefed.

			A detailed spectrum analysis of the recorded conversation does reveal the sound as being present. However, it appears to be much quieter than the astronauts claimed in their interviews. After forty-eight hours, Stafford, Cernan and Young were all told that the noise was due to feedback between the two transmitters. Astronaut Young had, in fact, guessed that this was the cause and the explanation confirmed his theory. However, the three were reminded that the information remained classified and they should not discuss it when they were allowed to leave the base.

			After they were gone, radio specialists continued to work on the recording. It had already been established that the frequency range for the signal did not match what would be expected for radio transmitter interference. Some speculative allowance was made for the lack of atmosphere and the effect of this on the ‘waves’, but simulations still did not match what had been recorded.

			After this, further simulations were attempted, looking at the possibility of the transmitters being misaligned before the mission left Earth. However, this answer was also discounted as the signal only occurred during a short period while the spacecraft were on the dark side.

			Six days later, copies of the recordings were requisitioned by several different military departments, and NASA’s analysis team was instructed to abandon any further work on the matter. The ‘interference’ explanation was confirmed as being the official answer on the matter, and the case file closed.

			I can’t help but think that—

			* * *

			The classified extract ends here. The transcript of the Apollo 10 conversation was released thirty-nine years later in 2008, but the audio recording did not resurface until 2016, when it was published as part of a retrospective documentary. Subsequent interviews with other surviving Apollo mission astronauts revealed there were other incidents of similar noises being heard at different times during lunar missions. However, journalists collating these incidents were dismissed as pedalling alien conspiracy theories. There was a popular mythology being bandied around at the time that the Moon landings were faked. Both stories found audiences among the same counterculture online communities.

			The retainer you put me on is now spent. If you want me to follow any of this up, you’ll need to get in touch.

			You have my number.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Shann

			I was born in 2080, with no legs.

			Perhaps that gives you an image of me? An image that defines who I am to you as a person? Maybe you get a sense of who someone is by their limitations? Do you think who we are is determined by what we look like? What we can’t do? Or what we don’t have?

			The world doesn’t work that way anymore.

			“Captain to the bridge.”

			“On my way.”

			I open my eyes and reach up, grasping the steel bar above my bed. The straps holding me to the mattress fall away, and I float across the room to the door, which slides back with a faint hydraulic hiss as I reach it.

			In the corridor, I’m gliding, pushing off with my hands and adjusting my momentum as and when I need to. Zero gravity is like flying, but it’s easy to forget there’s not a lot to slow you down before you crash into a wall or a person.

			I love it.

			My earliest memories as a child were being taken to a municipal swimming pool. I must have been four or five. For the first time, I could move freely, as fast or faster than anyone else. I can remember laughing and smiling constantly until my face hurt.

			“Captain Ellisa Shann to the bridge, priority one. Captain Ellisa Shann…”

			“I’m coming!”

			The wall speakers won’t quit repeating the call until I get there. There’s good reason. The ship’s crew will know I’m taking this route, that it’s urgent, and they’ll stay out of my way.

			I reach the far end, slowing myself by running my hand along the wall rails. There’s a ladder to the upper deck, and I propel myself that way, grabbing the rungs and pulling myself upward.

			Although in space, it isn’t really up; it’s just a change of direction.

			AD 2118. Humanity has colonised the Moon, Mars, Ceres and Europa. Asteroid mining is big business and the new joint venture of nations, corporations and entrepreneurs. No government can afford the investment alone, so private public partnerships are the route to the stars.

			Out here, people are commodities, just like water, hydrogen fuel, oxygen and everything else that isn’t vacuum. Humans in space are expensive. Everyone who gets up here has to earn their keep. In Fleet, we’re all specialists, exceptionally skilled and committed to the work. There’s plenty of downsides to this life, but I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.

			Another panel slides back, and I’ve reached my destination.

			“Captain on the bridge!”

			This is my office. A wide room, with a wall of DuraGlas that slopes away to reveal the cold, dark vacuum outside. The ship’s command crew are all here, at their posts, strapped into their chairs.

			You never get used to that view. It’s not like the old films, with a vista of stars and cloudlike nebulas. Those twinkling pinpricks of light disappear under the glare of the sun. Instead, you’re looking at a deep, endless empty, unless something gets in the way of our star’s dictatorial scrutiny.

			In those moments, the stars come out to play and looking out the window is a real treat. The ribbon-like quality of the Milky Way, like a churning line of clouds in the night sky, is something you can only see from space. One for the tourists.

			But not for us.

			I’ve learned to love the emptiness. There’s something serene and permanent about it. Occasionally, when we’re at the farthest end of our run, the two views mix, and you might catch glimpses of silver powder, a little like seeing the moon on a cold winter’s morning.

			Jacobson is looking at me; he’s turned his chair and he’s half out of the straps, his hand raised in salute. He’s big-boned, Swedish, in his midtwenties and on his first run. According to his Astro-Mathematics score, we lucked out in getting him, but he’s still wet behind the ears. 

			“At ease, Ensign; just tell me what we’ve got.”

			“Automated distress signal from a freighter just outside our navigation plot. It’s the Hercules. She’s three days out of Phobos Station.”

			“Any details?”

			“Not at the moment, but we’re the nearest ship equipped to assist.”

			“Okay, have you calculated a course correction?”

			“Looking at it now.”

			“Good. When you’re done, signal them that we’re on our way.”

			This is how we work. Most of our time is spent moving between spaces, operating computer systems, making decisions. Each time we choose, we’re balancing the limited resources we have against a new need. In this case, a course alteration means a burn, using up fuel. A delay in making port at Ceres means breathing more oxygen, consuming more water and food.

			But that’s part of the job, part of the reason there’s a solar system transit service.

			The whole reason we’re out here – to help.

			In the maritime age, there were wars on the high seas. Merchant ships would struggle across the Atlantic with their wares, evading pirates, storms and all manner of hazards. Traders would invest in their cargo, gambling everything on the chance of making a fortune.

			Out here, it’s the same, but different. The dangers have changed, our technology has improved to cope, but we’re no less vulnerable.

			“Computation is done, Captain.”

			“Send the message.”

			“Aye, aye.”

			Our ship, the Khidr, was commissioned by the United Fleet Consortium of Earth – or Fleet to everyone who didn’t design the plaque. There’re six vessels like ours, patrolling the trade lanes, too few to make space safe, but enough to make a difference. On board, we have twenty-five skilled crew, including the command team. We can operate the ship in two shifts, with some redundancy in personnel and capacity. If we need to help someone, we may have to leave people on their ship, or rescue a stranded crew onto ours. Our job means we carry extra, just in case.

			We’re also armed. Personal firearms are kept in two arms lockers, while guided rockets and gas-powered projectile weapons are available for our use if necessary. There’s even a close-range six-gigawatt laser. All the ship’s weapons are the responsibility of Keiyho, our master-at-arms, who is currently sitting on the far side of the bridge.

			Duggins and Le Garre make up the rest of the team on shift in here. Four manned consoles for navigation/communication, weapons/sensors, pilot and engineering.

			The fifth seat is empty; that’s mine. I push myself off from the doorframe and glide toward it.

			“What else you got for me?” I ask. “You wouldn’t have called me up just for a distress call and course correction.”

			Le Garre turns around in her chair. Her smile is a challenge. She’s French, old-school Eurospace and a major in her country’s air force – Major Angel Le Garre. Technically, that’s a higher rank than mine, but she doesn’t have the same time out of Earth’s atmosphere. Could be she’s after my job, but for now, she’s our pilot. “Captain, we’ve requested the Hercules’s cargo. Her registered inventory has just come through.”

			“What’s the issue?”

			“I think you should take a look for yourself.”

			“Send it to my console with flags.”

			I pull myself into the vacant chair. I pluck the comms bead from my ear and tuck it into a pocket. The command screen on the tray table activates and strapping snakes out, enveloping me as I lower myself into the seat.

			Every workstation is constructed to hold people in place, to protect our bodies against acceleration and deceleration, but we aren’t solid objects; we’re fleshy bags of liquid that rushes and slops around. The forces need to be absorbed. That’s why there’s give in the straps, pressure-sensitive cushioning on the seats and more. There are trays for limbs and torso that lock down when we’re pulling high g’s.

			The only difference with me is that I have fewer limbs than some other people.

			I could have legs. There are cybernetic units on board the ship for me to use when I need to be in a gravity environment. Medical technology on Earth can even grow matched DNA transplant limbs and organs should anyone need them. But there’s a catch; the instability threshold that they discovered back in the twentieth century hasn’t been conquered. Legs for five years that slowly degrade and create a whole new set of disease risks?

			No thanks.

			I mean, I can see why other people might want that, but up here there’s no practical need. Going through all the surgical stress and post-op stuff for something that has no ambulatory benefit in my day-to-day life up here isn’t something that appeals to me.

			The file is in front of me now on the portable screen, as I settle into the seat. Le Garre has highlighted the relevant sections. I scroll through them, making a mental note of each anomaly.

			“Why is so much of this blanked out?”

			“That’s what I wanted to discuss with you,” Le Garre says in her soft accented voice. Her face appears on my screen alongside the report. Dark hair, dark eyes, a little half smile and a microphone bead just under her lip. I clip in my headphones and hear her words live and over the feed. “It’s unusual.”

			“Yes, very unusual.”

			Freighters like the Hercules are run by corporate government partnerships. Many stations and colonies rely on water and oxygen restock, with the freighters shipping raw materials back the other way. That’s normal business. Cargoes have to be registered, approved and made public, but certain items can get clearance above our grade. When that happens, the itinerary fills up with ‘Consortium Sanction Granted’ labels, which generally make our life difficult.

			“Jacobson, notify Phobos Station that we’ll need a full manifest, not this piece of shit. If anything on that ship is a possible hazard, I need to know about it.”

			“That’ll take more than an hour, Captain,” Jacobson says. “Should we hold off making the course correction?”

			“No, we signal the crew and make the maneuver. We’ll do the job either way, but any more information we can get will help.”

			“Aye, aye.”

			Jacobson’s calculated course is streaming onto my console. The auto-navigation system has verified his numbers, so we’re ready for the burn. Le Garre will initiate the maneuver, firing our thrusters in sequence. “What’s the damage on our reserves?” I ask.

			“Eight per cent of total fuel,” Duggins replies. His first name is Ethan, and he’s a gruff Texan, a fifth-generation driller, born in oil field country after the oil ran out. Eighty years of dry wells and no jobs broke the United States back in the 2080s. Now, there’s three countries, one of them based in his home state. “We’ll add four days to our journey, provided we’re still making for port at Ceres.”

			“We are,” I reply. That’s what Jacobson’s calculation states. “We’re stocked for the extra time?”

			“Yes, we’ll cope,” Duggins says. “According to the schematic, the Hercules has eight crew. We can accommodate them, too, if we have to.”

			“I hope it won’t come to that.”

			“Yeah, me too.”

			Jacobson activates the ship-wide comms. “Attention, all hands. Prepare for course correction burn in three minutes. Calculated force is five gravities. Strap yourselves in.”

			The automated voice takes up the message, repeating Jacobson’s request. I pull up the desk cameras and sweep through the different rooms. Keiyho and Duggins will be doing the same while Le Garre and Jacobson concentrate on the maneuver. We have to make sure everyone is secure before we initiate the burn.

			“Bring down the shutters.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Jacobson replies.

			The blackness disappears behind metallic plates. I can feel the engines spinning up, ready to initiate the maneuver. I tense instinctively and have to consciously relax, taking a breath or two before placing my arms in the runners. More force-sensitive straps and magnets deploy, fixing me in place.

			“All decks clear, Captain.” Keiyho’s Japanese voice has a singsong quality to it that contrasts with the building hum of the ship. “All crew checked in.”

			“Initiate burn,” I order.

			“Aye, aye.”

			There’s a rumble and I’m pressed into my seat. We’re on the move.

			* * *

			The Khidr has been in service six years. I’ve been in command of her for three.

			Our run is a repeated patrol. Repair and refit at Earth’s ageing International Space Station, then push out to Apollo, the Luna orbital platform. A couple of days resupply, then on to Mars and Phobos, before heading out to Ceres and the belt. Our belt course varies, as the mining stations are mobile, so we plot a different route every time. 

			Every run takes just over six months.

			Each time we visit an outpost, things have changed. It’s great to see the progress people make. Out here, there’s a unified sense of purpose to make things work, to tame the harsh environments we’ve chosen to live in. The investment to set all this up has been enormous, but necessary. All Earthers should see what being up here is like. Maybe that’d stop them squabbling.

			There’s a price to pay for living in space. Your body changes. You have to take care of what you can and manage what you can’t. Muscle mass quickly goes if you don’t exercise, and your eyesight degrades with protracted time in zero gravity.

			The Khidr has a rotational section that’s locked down when we’re accelerating. It’s a vertical torus that surrounds the middle of the ship. Access is through a central shaft elevator in which you gradually start to feel the weight of your body. For me, that’s a gathering sense of disappointment. Once you’re out of the elevator, the torus is divided into four spaces – gym, lounge, meeting room and science/medical. The generated gravity in there is about point seven of Earth’s. We all spend time in there. I don’t like it, but the others do; it’s a regular social space, the nearest many of them have to a home away from home.

			The only other time we feel an equivalent gravitational force is at times like this, during a burn.

			Five g’s is about the same stress as one of those roller coasters people used to ride. People would go on them for fun, shouting and screaming as they flew around loops and bends.

			Out here, our softer bodies don’t take the same stress so easily. Living without the constant presence of the gravity that shaped us causes them to change. We have to exercise to maintain our resilience, or otherwise we can’t endure the gravitational force when we need to maneuver. Our bodies shut down and we black out.

			As the ship changes position, the chair rotates. A human being can withstand more horizontal force than vertical, so I’m pivoted to best cope. It doesn’t stop everything going grey and blurry. I’m grinding my teeth under the strain. I can barely breathe. I want to move my arms, hug myself into a ball, but I can’t. I know the reaction is instinctive and wouldn’t help, but it doesn’t stop—

			“Burn complete,” the ship’s automated voice announces, and I feel the press on my body ease. The course correction and acceleration are done. We’re aiming for the last recorded position of the Hercules. There’ll be further adjustments, but those won’t require the same exertion, until we need to slow down.

			There’s a red light flashing on my screen. I blink a few times, my vision clears, and I read the warning. The words make me cold inside. “We’ve got organic contamination in corridor six. Looks like something wasn’t locked down. Cameras are out.”

			“It’ll take a few minutes for a team to check,” Duggins says. “We’ve still got systems offline on all decks.”

			“Soon as you can, please.”

			It takes time for everyone to recover from the aftermath of five gravities. Jacobson’s doing better than me; his recent time on Earth means he’s still got the resistance. Now he’s double-checking his math and recalibrating our position. “Course correction checks out, Captain. We’re exactly where we wanted to be.”

			“Good.” I’m unstrapping myself from the chair. When that’s done, I push off toward the door. “Dug, get a team to meet me in corridor six.”

			“Aye, aye.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Shann

			There’s blood, shit, piss and brains floating around in corridor six.

			In the corner by the door next to me, there’s a chair. The straps are torn or cut. About twenty metres away, a cloud of organic bits floats around a body, drifting near the far exit.

			I’m as far away as I can get without being in another room. I’m wearing a respirator and protective clothing. Next to me is Doc Bogdanovic, who’s completed his visual assessment.

			“Looks like he secured the lab and strapped in out here,” Bogdanovic says. “The acceleration made him fall. Would have been like tumbling off a roof, only five times as fast.”

			“Poor guy. Was it quick?”

			“Can’t tell at the moment. There’s an impact wound in his chest. I can’t see if something punctured his heart, but we should know once we’ve sealed everything up.”

			“How many people do you need?”

			“Two plus me.”

			“Who do you want?”

			Bogdanovic frowns behind his plastic mask. “Keiyho has some medical experience, Johansson too. They’d probably be best.”

			“You’ll have them. Get to it.”

			“Aye, aye.”

			Accidents are difficult in space. Right from the beginning, you have to get used to the fact that you’re going to be breathing recycled air and drinking recycled water. However, organic contamination is on another level. If someone cuts themselves, the blood goes everywhere. You have to have a means of collecting it. Localised vacuums help, but this is on a whole different scale.

			Specialist Drake from hydroponics weighed a hundred and forty pounds in Earth numbers. That’s a lot of liquid wrapped up in skin. The longer it drifts around the corridor, the more likely some of it will get into the filtration system, and that means we’ll be breathing him in.

			Not something I want to think about.

			I’m backing out of the door, but I tap the doctor on the shoulder. “How long before you’ll have a full picture?”

			Bogdanovic shrugs. “About an hour. Then another hour or so for cleanup.”

			I nod. “We’ve time. Until then, this passage is off-limits to anyone else. Bring your report to the briefing.”

			“Will do.”

			I’m out at the intersection and breathing more easily. The panel slides up, locking the doctor inside. When the other two arrive, they’ll seal the room airtight and work from tanks and respirators. Once the scrubbing’s done, we can use the corridor again.

			“Shann to bridge?”

			“Bridge receiving. What’s up, Captain?”

			“Le Garre, I’m on my way to you. Get going on some projections on the Hercules. I’ll have to start writing up what happened to Drake.”

			“Want me to pull the regs?”

			“Yes, that’d be a plan.”

			I think about the torn strap, floating away from the chair. Had it been cut, or did it give out? Either way, the magnetic locks should have been enough to keep him in his seat. The restraint system has a whole list of redundancies and backups, just like everything up here.

			In all my years in space, I’ve never had an incident like this.

			Jonathan Drake was serving on this ship before I signed on. He was from Scotland and served on board for five or six years, supervising the hydroponics bay. He was in his midthirties and one of the highest performers in our physical examinations. Certainly not a candidate for some kind of panic attack or blackout, but I guess you never know.

			Drake was also a really nice guy – quiet, seriously into his plants and a regular member of the board-game club in the recreation lounge. He had an exemplary record. We weren’t close, but I can’t remember us ever disagreeing on anything.

			What happened here?

			I’m back on the bridge, returning to my seat. Le Garre’s turned around, watching me. “What’s the protocol, Major?” I ask.

			She shrugs. “The regulations are circumstance dependent. I think some of the scientists who wrote them were in a dark place at the time.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Well…there are a lot of references to ‘organic mass’ and ‘reconstitution processing’.” Le Garre frowns. “However, ‘Captain’s Discretion’ is at the top of the page.”

			There’s bile in my mouth. I swallow it back, but it leaves an aftertaste. “We’re not some lost expeditionary mission desperately trying to conserve resources, so there’s no need for that here. Once Bogdanovic is done, we bag up Drake and seal him in a container with the cargo. When we make port at Ceres, they can work out what needs to happen next.”

			Le Garre nods. “Is the cause of death known?”

			“He fell out of his chair and smashed into the ship wall while we were accelerating.” I’m floating over my seat, my hand resting on the chair back. I scoop up one of the loose straps. “His harness gave way.”

			“Those straps don’t fall apart,” Duggins drawls. “Sabotage?”

			“We don’t know. The corridor’s on lockdown. The doctor’s got two people helping him.” I look at Le Garre. “I’m pretty sure the regs require an executive officer to lead an inquiry.”

			“They do,” she says. “That means you, me or Travers.”

			Travers. My thoughts turn to the sleeping lieutenant who is due to take shift in about four hours. My executive officer is a reliable man. We’ve worked together ever since I got the commission. He’d been on the Khidr under the previous captain. “Travers hasn’t been part of any of this so far. Best it be you or me.”

			“Then it’s me,” Le Garre replies.

			“Done.”

			* * *

			The next hour is filled with minor course corrections and a damage assessment.

			Duggins and his team go over the ship, checking all the interior compartments. There are no further issues. The techs even check the strapping on the acceleration seats. None of them show any sign of ripping or giving out.

			When he’s done, he returns to the bridge and I help him brief the others on where we are.

			“We’ll have to contact the Fleet. We stick to what we know for now. Jonathan Drake died during a course correction. We’re investigating the circumstances. Not much more we can say.”

			“What about family?” Jacobson asks. “Do we want to say something to them?”

			“It’s unlikely they’ll be informed until we provide more information,” I explain. “Our notification of what’s happened should just be the facts for now. We can send condolences later.”

			Jacobson frowns but doesn’t say anything else, so I press on. “Keiyho is still down in corridor six, and Le Garre’s going to be busy over the next few hours. I need you to play pilot and comms until the duty shift change. Can you do that?”

			His frown fades but doesn’t completely disappear. “Sure, Captain, I can patch both systems through to my screen,” he replies. “So long as we don’t get into trouble, things should be fine.”

			“Good. Keep trying to get hold of the Hercules. I want an update. Anything you can get on her full manifest and new position.” Giving the new ensign responsibility is a good tactic. It’ll keep his mind on the mission while we manage other matters. “If you need to make any significant adjustments, you alert me. Got it?”

			“Aye, Captain.”

			“Get someone else in here if you need them too.”

			“Aye, aye.”

			I turn to Duggins and Le Garre. “Wake up Travers and meet me in the briefing room. We need to fill him in and work out our next steps. Spin up the gravity deck. We’ll talk there.”

			Duggins grunts an acknowledgment, and Le Garre nods. I’m planning for the worst-case scenario here. Someone may have murdered Drake. That means there’s a killer loose on my ship.

			We move out of the room.

			* * *

			Generated gravity isn’t the same as the real thing. You can feel the difference, the subtle shifting as the ship’s torus spins. I guess some people can ignore it.

			I can’t.

			Spending time on the gravity deck isn’t something I enjoy. I’m strapped into a set of lightweight cybernetic limbs that jack straight into the nerve endings on my spine. They have some anticipatory software to supplement my control of them, and I can walk just as easily as anyone else. Under a one-piece work suit, anyone who didn’t know would be hard-pressed to tell the difference between me and anyone else.

			But I know, and I never forget.

			There are seven individuals in the crew who use prosthetic limbs. Much as we share the experience, we’ve all got different takes. It’s an occasional discussion point, but not one that makes us some kind of community or group. We’re people, not factions. Space has that effect on most of us, improving our international perspective.

			We keep the windows blacked out up here; the motion makes some feel sick when they look out. That means the meeting room is like being in a dingy office, cut off from the rest of the crew.   

			“You wanted to see me, Captain?”

			Travers looks like he hasn’t slept well. He’s a bearded African American thirty-something from Boston with more years as a bridge officer out here than both me and Le Garre combined. He’s not due on shift for another four hours, but given the circumstances, I need to make sure he’s fully briefed.

			“How much have you been told?”

			“I spoke to Bogdanovic before coming here. His people are just finishing up.”

			“So, you know about Drake and the Hercules?”

			“I’ve got the basics, yes.”

			“Okay.” I’m standing and leaning over a table. A quick touch of the surface and it fades into black, punctuated by stars. Circles appear, coloured to represent planets and other objects. The Khidr is a blue dot, travelling along a red line toward another blue dot.

			The Hercules.

			“This is the updated tracking position based on calculations from after the course correction. We’re just waiting on a new transponder ping from them and we’ll make adjustments.”

			“I see.” Travers leans over the other side of the table. “Was there any additional information in the distress signal to give us an idea of what to expect?”

			I glance at Le Garre. She gives me that smile again. “Not much; it was from the automated system, relaying position, distress and mentioned drive trouble.”

			“That could mean a shutdown or lockout,” Duggins says. “If it’s the former, we can probably help with a quick repair. If it’s the latter, we may have to park the ship and evacuate the crew.”

			“I take it you’re preparing for either scenario?” I ask Duggins.

			He snorts. “Of course, but we’ll know more when we get the next transponder reading.”

			Drive lockout isn’t a common malfunction. When a ship performs a burn, commands are sent to the engines from the bridge. The drives spin up, and hydrogen fuel is ignited to push the ship in the direction required. The requirements for course corrections are very carefully calculated, so each use of directional thrust is measured in the amount of fuel to be used and the necessary duration.

			After activation, sometimes a drive won’t shut down; it remains open – locked out and burning until the fuel tank exhausts itself.

			If that happened to the Hercules, she might be locked in some sort of spin or fast course that she can’t correct. Either will make docking with her very difficult.

			Le Garre taps on the blue dot we’re heading for. “I wonder why the crew haven’t messaged? I wonder what’s happened to them?”

			“Won’t know till we’re there,” Duggins replies with the obvious.

			“How many personnel are you going to need?” I ask.

			“Six if we’re lucky and it’s a shutdown,” he says. “Just a case of finding out what’s wrong with the engines and repairing them. If the situation’s more complicated, it could take all of us.”

			“Who do you want to brief?”

			“The selected rescue team first. Then we’ll do two briefing shifts, provided that’s okay with you?”

			“It is.”

			“Great.”

			“We shouldn’t rule out other possibilities,” Le Garre says. “It’ll be a while until we’re there. The situation could have worsened by the time we arrive.”

			“We plan with the data we’ve got,” I say. “Let’s save the speculation for item two on the agenda.”

			“You mean Drake?”

			“Yes.”

			There’s an awkward silence between us all. I chew my lip and look at each of them, but no one wants to meet my eye. “The worst case needs to be planned for.”

			“And that is?” Travers asks.

			“That we have a murderer on board.”

			The words defy generated gravity and hang in the air between us. Eventually, Le Garre clears her throat.

			“You gave me responsibility for the investigation,” she says. “How do you want it done?”

			“Start with the scene. Get everything you can from Bogdanovic and then report back to us here. If there’s any evidence to suggest this wasn’t an accident, we’ll move on to interviewing all crew members, one by one.”

			“And we do this in the middle of a rescue operation?”

			“We have to. If there’s a murderer, we can’t leave them running around the ship. The longer we delay, the more chance they have to hide their tracks or the more damage they might do.”

			“Fair point.”

			“At this stage, who can we trust?” Duggins asks.

			I smile at him. “You know where I was; I know where you were. Same with Le Garre, Keiyho and Jacobson.” I turn to Travers. “Where did you secure yourself?”

			“In my room. I was sleeping when the call came in.”

			“Anyone able to verify that?”

			“No. Is that a problem, Captain?”

			“We’re getting ahead of ourselves,” Le Garre says. “First step is to find out what happened.”

			“Yes,” Travers says, his tone neutral and his gaze flicking over each of us. “I’m sure a few other people will find themselves in the same situation as me.”

			“You’re not being accused of anything, Bill,” I say.

			“I know,” he replies, giving me a thin-lipped smile.

			“What about camera footage?” Duggins asks.

			I sigh and run a hand through my hair. Personal surveillance is classified on board a Fleet ship. Crew members are entitled to privacy in their rooms unless there is a good reason to breach that privacy. The ship has cameras and records continuously in all locations, but only the captain can authorise a viewing of footage from someone’s room.

			“Stick with public access for now,” I tell Le Garre. “If we complete the interviews and you need to view anything else, I’ll make a judgement.”

			“That might compromise your position as judge,” Travers says.

			“If it does, you’ll have to step up,” I tell him.

			Travers smiles, but the expression doesn’t reach his eyes. He’s still pissed about the verification question. “I wasn’t volunteering.”

			“Too bad.”

			Duggins pulls something out of his pocket and drops it onto the table, making the stars, planets and course track vanish. It’s an acceleration-seat strap.

			“When I heard the strap had failed, I pulled this from corridor five for a comparison to the broken one,” he says. “Replaced it with one from stores. Take a look.”

			Travers picks it up. “What am I looking for?” he asks.

			“Exactly that,” Duggins replies. “Nothing. There’s nothing wrong with it.”

			“How’s that helpful?”

			“This is a multi-woven plastic polymer.” Duggins’s slow Texan drawl makes the words more palatable. “It’s really strong. You can’t cut it or tear it by any conventional means. You might use a laser to burn through it, or some kind of acid, but if either of those were in corridor six, they’d have triggered an alarm.”

			“Could it have been weakened?” Travers suggests.

			“Possibly,” Duggins replies. “Or it was subject to a massive force, exceeding the tolerance limits.”

			“What about the active locks?” Le Garre asks.

			“The active locking works as soon as you’re in proximity of the seat. The straps are programmed and powered from a local computer unit in the chair. The two ends seek each other out, embracing the detected person. It’s possible they could have been reprogrammed.”

			“So, what you’re saying is…”

			“This wasn’t an accident, or if it was, I’ve no idea how it happened.” He drops three black circular discs onto the table as well. “These are the mag sensors sewn into the chair. They are powerful enough to hold a person in place at five g’s without straps and with thirty per cent failure. There’s massive redundancy in these units.”

			“These from stores as well?” I ask.

			“Of course.”

			They’re all looking at me again, waiting for my call, which is good. We’re in this together. I trust these three. I have to trust them.

			“Speculation starts and stops in this room,” I say. “The crew will talk, come up with ideas of all sorts, and we can’t stop that, but we can discourage it and remind them of procedures. You want to voice something, you bring it here, with all of us together.”

			“That go for you too, Captain?” Travers queries.

			“Absolutely,” I reply.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Shann

			Four hours have passed. My shift is over and I’m back in my room.

			After the briefing, Le Garre went to check in with Bogdanovic, Duggins started calling up his team for the Hercules intercept, and I went back to the bridge to help Jacobson.

			Being in command is a blessing and a curse out here. We are all part of an interplanetary mission, and Fleet is a huge organisation, but you don’t feel that when you spend six months with the same people every day.

			Some of the officer training manuals talk about ‘maintaining objective distance’ from the crew, but that never takes into account how being out here brings people together or drives them apart. As captain, I get to make that call – to be as close or far away as I want. I’m not a great people person, but I know I need to try, and I do try, every day.

			I have friends, but I could do with making a few more.

			While I was on the bridge, we received an update on the freighter’s position from the transponder and made some small adjustments. Then, just before I went off shift, Phobos Station came through with a more detailed cargo manifest.

			That’s what I’m looking at now on my personal screen, scrolling through the listings. It looks like we’ve been sent a scan of the customs document. There’s information written all over it in scrawled notes.

			I’m trying to decipher them. I can make out the occasional word – live organic material, toxic compound, radioactive material detected…

			Phobos Station is a fairly new addition to Earth’s space colonisation outreach. Originally, the Mars colonies relied on an old orbital waystation platform called Gateway. This was one of the first colonial arks to reach the planet back in the 2030s, and for decades after, it acted as a transition point for new visitors, allowing ships to dock, reconfigure, repair or fuel up as needed before their crews made the trip planetside. It’s still there, working as a communications relay point, and gets an occasional visit from technicians or history buffs.

			Phobos Station was built to take over the day-to-day management of space traffic around Mars. It’s a purpose-built rotating torus and maintains its position in a geostationary orbit around Phobos itself. The whole place has been operating for less than a decade, and the people who work there tend to be keen on their rules and regulations.

			The scrawled notes are clearly the results of the inspection. I can only imagine the arguments that happened when the notes writer insisted the classified containers were opened or scanned. Whether they were or not, I can’t tell from what I have here. I’m not a mining expert, but my knowledge of the export regulations is pretty good. Sure, there’s a reason why small amounts of any of the above might be needed on a mining outpost in the asteroid belt, but crate after crate?

			Something is very wrong with all this…

			I open a comms line to the bridge. Travers’s face appears on my screen.

			“Bridge here. What can I do you for, Captain?”

			“Travers, have we sent Drake’s death notification?”

			“It went twenty minutes ago.”

			“Good. Lodge an official request with Earth for the full unredacted manifest of the Hercules. Tell them we’re on a rescue operation and we’ve reason to believe some of the classified cargo is dangerous.”

			“You think we’ll get anywhere?”

			“We have to try.”

			“Okay.” Travers glances down. “We’ve had a mail call come in. I wasn’t going to wake you, but if you’re up, do you want your messages?”

			“Sure, send them over.”

			“Will do.”

			“Thanks.”

			When you’re this far out, communications from anywhere take time. The Khidr receives data packages regularly from colonies, ships and outposts that lock on to its transponder and broadcast a tight data stream. If we change course, this process becomes harder, as we become difficult to locate. So, there are also relay points – space buoys – that are continually looking for everyone and hold transmitted messages for us until we pass by.

			In the old days, signals between distant spacecraft and mission control on Earth would be sets of piloting instructions jammed into the tiniest data packages possible. There’s less need for remote commands now, but more need for human contact beyond the ship. A reminder that life goes on outside our steel box.

			The screen pings as my messages upload. I can tell straightaway who they’re from. Five are work-related queries, one is a programme subscription, and the last one is a video message from Earth.

			That’ll be from my dad.

			I stare at the screen for several moments. I need to steel myself to watch that message. Dad and I don’t get on, but I respect the fact that he stays in touch. He still lives in Edmonton. He knows I’m never coming back. For some reason, he takes that personally, as if he’s failed as a father.

			I select the message and bring it up. “Hi, Dad,” I mutter.

			“Hello, Ellie, I… We miss you.”

			His recording stares at me in silence, as if he can see me through time and space. I suppose he was imagining my face as he spoke. He looks old and tired. I haven’t seen him in a year or more, I guess. I’m blinking and wiping my eyes.

			“Jethry’s not well, Ellie. I thought you should know.” Dad looks over his shoulder. There’s clearly someone with him, but I don’t know who it is. Mom died seven years ago. Jethry is my younger brother; he lives with his wife and two children. We don’t speak to each other.

			Dad looks at me again. “Jethry’s been taken in for surgery. The cancer’s back. It’s in his lungs. I thought you’d want to know, wherever you are. I hope this reaches you in time, so you can pray for him.”

			The message ends. I flick it off.

			You bastard, Dad. I’m helpless out here. He’s hoping I’ll come back, forgive and forget all that’s been said. I can’t, even if I wanted to. I’m too far away. All this does is make me feel guilty, like I’m somehow to blame.

			Maybe he thinks I am.

			I don’t believe some higher universal power will reach down and save people if you make a wish. Sure, the universe is beautiful, there has to be something that made it, but we’re an insignificant part of all that. Life is fleeting and unfair. You make your own path with what you’ve got. I certainly have.

			Maybe Dad doesn’t realise what he’s done here. He’s got no one else to tell, I guess. Something else for me to shoulder, along with all the rest.

			The other messages will wait. The programme subscription is for Celerity – a period drama I watch when I get the chance to switch off. Doctors recommend we have an escape, something totally different from our work environment. Most of the crew enjoy those full immersion simulations, but we’re a long way out and that means data restrictions, so books, films and audio are best. I prefer them anyway. A Japanese programme about the fourteenth century shogunate period is pretty far away from what I do. The characters, situations and vistas are nothing like life on the ship. It’s subtitled, but I’m starting to pick up the language.

			Some people find watching these things a reminder of what they’re missing, and it gives them something to look forward to when they get back from a tour. For me, they’re just a distraction and a way to slow down so I can relax.

			That’s not happening now.

			I boost myself off the seat and over to my bed. I grab the straps and pull myself down. They begin to wind themselves around me. The programme is automatic, adapted from a system first installed in secure psychiatric wards. I can feel the magnets in the mattress and my clothing too. The same must have happened to Drake when he moved into the chair.

			Maybe that’s the weak link, like Duggins said. The computer system in the chair. If it had been reprogrammed, the straps wouldn’t activate.

			Surely Drake would have noticed, though. If he’d seen the straps fail to engage, he would have activated his comms and reported the fault.

			I close my eyes. For once, my mind drifts away quickly.

			* * *

			When I was a child, I could doze whenever and wherever I wanted. The world of dreams could be a better place than reality, an escape from the sidelong glances and whispers behind my back.

			Restful sleep has always been harder to find. If there’s something on my mind, I’ll be thinking about it right into my dreams and nightmares.

			Medical advances make life better for people with problems, but it takes time for attitudes to change. Growing up, I was surrounded by a well-meaning family. They wanted the best they could imagine for me, but what they envisioned was a limited existence, trapped by walls and defined by my differences.

			I’d be sitting in a mobility chair, most of the time. Later, I got powered legs, but people’s habits were fixed by then. No one listened to what I had to say. The world would happen around me. All the decisions that affected my life were made whether I was listening or participating or not.

			Until I escaped and took control of my own life.

			The dream takes me through my memories. I remember being very young, sitting in a chair at the beach on a bright summer’s day. I can see my brother and my father playing. They’re digging with plastic spades, piling up sand and filling a collection of coloured buckets. They’ve just been in the sea; I can see the water glistening on my father’s sun-browned skin.

			A part of me always wanted to join them. I could have done it. I could have crawled or asked to be carried to where they sat. But in that moment, I looked up into the sky and I saw something else. A future beyond the limitations of other people’s plans for my life.

			None of them could have imagined I’d end up here.

			There’s an electronic beep. I open my eyes. Someone’s outside my door. I don’t know how long I’ve been dozing. A flick of a button disengages the straps.

			“Come in,” I say.

			The panel slides back. “How’re you doing, Ellie?”

			I sit up and smile. “Coping, Sam. How about you?”

			“The same, only I don’t have all the facts.”

			“Neither do I.”

			“No, but rank has its privileges.”

			“It does indeed. Come in, that’s an order.”

			He laughs and enters my room. Sam’s a second-generation Martian. His parents were among the first people born on the planet in Jezero colony. We’ve known each other for nearly ten years, most of my life since I left Earth. When I got command of the Khidr, he was the first person I recruited. He’s the quartermaster and runs the ship’s stores, making sure everything’s where it’s supposed to be.

			The door closes, and he moves to join me on the bunk, hooking a leg around the end and settling himself down. “So, what’s going on?”

			“I can’t tell you everything, Sam, you know that.”

			“Sure, I’ll get the details from the briefing, but I’m more worried about you and how you’re managing.”

			His hand squeezes my shoulder. We were lovers in the past. That’s not where we are now, but he cares, I know that. I care for him too. He’s my friend. Probably my best friend out here.

			“Things are difficult. The two incidents happening at the same time is a stretch for us all. Le Garre’s leading the investigation into Drake’s death. Duggins is prepping the teams for the Hercules rendezvous.”

			“Yeah, he’s been down to see me with a requisition list.”

			“Good. That shows his mind is on the job.” I rub my eyes; they feel sore. “I got a message from Dad.”

			“Hardly the best time. You watch it?”

			“Yep. Jethry’s cancer is back. They’ve taken him in for surgery.”

			“Jesus, Ellie, that’s a lot for you to handle in one day.”

			“I know.”

			His arms are around me without my needing to ask. The warmth of his body is a comfort and a reassurance. I let go and the tears come, along with gut-shuddering sobs. Crying isn’t much fun in zero gravity. The water forms into bags around my eyes, forcing me to wipe them away so I can see. Sam is my closest friend. He knows what I’ve been through to be here, what I still go through in terms of my baggage and stored-up guilt. He doesn’t say anything more. I don’t need him to.

			As the straps re-engage around us, I let myself drift off to sleep. This time I don’t dream.

			* * *

			The first manned spaceflight to the Moon took just over two days.

			The first manned spaceflight to Mars took six months.

			These days, we’ve shortened journey times a lot. Conventional rocket boosters have become more advanced and efficient. We also have a resonant cavity drive, which can be used when we reach sufficient speed. Six months becomes eight weeks, which is how a patrol like ours becomes viable.

			I don’t know how it all works; I don’t have to. But like everything else, I have a rough idea, and I do know there’s a lot of redundancy built in. There’s also a feeling you get when they switch it on. A weird feeling in your stomach that I can’t explain.

			I’m awake with that feeling right now. Sam is gone. I’m alone. He must have left hours ago. The straps disengage as I sit up.

			I glance over at the digital counter. I’ve another hour before I’m due on shift. There are no new messages, so I guess the ship has managed without me.

			An hour is plenty of time for me to go through everything before I go back to the bridge.

			Last night’s correspondence is waiting for me. I drag each of them down from the mailbox and open them. Three are scientific queries – two from Earth and one from Mars. I find the data for the Earth queries on the system and prepare replies for each of them. The Mars query is a bit more complex. An ensign on the SETI station is asking about some minor communication and scanning anomalies he’s discovered in plotting. I’m not sure why this has ended up with me. I forward the query to Ensign Jacobson and ask him to reply to the Mars Station officer with some comparative data.

			The other two messages are military. The first, an inventory request, is easy to answer and update. The second…

			Well now, that’s strange.

			Captain Shann,

			This is a pre-authorised transmission. It was triggered when you made an inventory request on a classified cargo being transported from Phobos Station to Ceres.

			Attached to this message is a data archive that outlines the purpose of these shipments. The clearance grade of this information is above your rank authorisation. However, it has been provided to you owing to your unique situation. You have authorisation to share this with senior crew on a need-to-know basis.

			Good luck, Captain.

			Fleet.

			There’s a file attachment. It’s password encrypted. I have a set of flag passwords that are for rank-authorised files. I don’t know whether they will work on this, but I assume they will or a way to access the information would have been provided. Much as everyone trusts that the communications officer on duty won’t be reading private correspondence, additional security is required at times. In this case, I’m grateful for it, in light of what may or may not have been done to Drake.

			I read the message again, carefully. The fact that it’s been sent automatically after we requested the information about the Hercules piques my interest. The freighter wasn’t named either, which suggests there’s been more than one shipment between Phobos and Ceres.

			Interesting…

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Shann

			…protesters staged rallies across the country on Thursday, denouncing efforts by national governments to repeal the landmark Healthcare Entitlement law, which has extended medical suffrage to more than four hundred million of the world’s poorest people.

			Several thousand people gathered outside the intergovernmental building in New York City to deliver ‘the Millions petition’ to Earth’s continental council. The veracity of the enormous list of written names has yet to be determined, but if it is genuine, this would be the largest signed document ever to exist.

			“I feel sick today, but I came here because I’m terrified,” said John Marlin, twenty-five – an unemployed San Franciscan who was diagnosed with cancer a year ago. “Politicians have the best healthcare in the world; everyone deserves the same.”

			Many demonstrators expressed outrage at the approval of additional funding subsidies for colony expansion on Mars and independent corporate ventures into the asteroid belt when basic subsistence incomes were under threat in Earth’s poorest nations. “Wasn’t the idea that going into space would make life better for us down here?” one man said. “Instead, they’re living like kings while we rot!”

			A spokesperson for…

			* * *

			“Captain on the bridge!”

			There are two people up here – minimal crew for the transit. The metal shutters are down, and the lighting is low. Jacobson looks tired. I’m surprised to see him still in his chair. He should have been relieved by now. Or has he already had a break and come back? I make a mental note to check the duty roster.

			“Situation update?”

			“We’re on course for the Hercules intercept. Resonance drive is engaged.”

			“Any problems?”

			“One or two. A full briefing is on your screen.”

			I strap into my chair and start reading. Bogdanovic has finished his work in corridor six, and Le Garre’s investigation has started. She’s left me a series of interview requests, which I approve. They’re mostly for people who were near where Drake was during the course correction.

			“What’s our ETA for Hercules rendezvous?”

			“Four hours, Captain.”

			“How’s she doing?”

			“Listing a few hundred miles starboard of her approved course. Her position suggests a drive shutdown rather than a lockout. Duggins has updated his briefing.”

			“Have you slept, Ensign?”

			“I did try, Captain, but—”

			“You’re relieved. Get three hours rest. We’ll call you when things get serious.”

			“Okay, I’ll give it another go.”

			Jacobson unclips himself and heads out. I look over to the engineer’s post. Ensign April Johansson is sitting there, staring intently at her screen. I can hear noise coming from her headphones. I’m not sure she’s even heard me come in, but that’s typical of her. I’ve never met anyone so single-minded. Her Fleet profile has a write-up from her former XO about her not paying attention, but really her problem is the opposite: you give her a job and she forgets everything else.

			I tap my screen and send her an alert. It pings right in front of her, and she immediately looks up and over to me. “Sorry, Captain Shann, I was listening to the transmission update.”

			“Best fill me in on that, Ensign.”

			“About thirty minutes ago, I initiated a broad range receive protocol so we could listen to any stray comms traffic from the Hercules or any other objects in the vicinity.”

			I frown involuntarily. “We’re a long way out to pick up that kind of stuff.”

			“I thought it was worth a try, Captain.”

			“Okay, did you find anything?”

			“Yes, Captain. Something strange.” Johansson unclips the headphone from her right ear. “Want me to send you the recording?”

			“Yes, please do.”

			The file appears on my screen. I open it up and listen to the first few seconds. There’s a lot of static, and some strange interference almost like music, but here and there I catch what sounds like a male voice speaking fragmented words. “You think this is a transmission from the Hercules?” I ask.

			“I can’t tell,” Johansson replies. “The resonance drive affects our ability to receive a clear signal, but I’ve applied a few filters to clean that up. What I can make out are two clearly distinct voices. They sound like they’re talking to each other.”

			“A conversation?”

			“Yes, Captain, that’s what it sounds like.”

			I’m staring at the screen. It’s pretty incredible that we’re picking up anything that isn’t directed at us at this distance, and we definitely wouldn’t be picking up interior communication from the Hercules, so a conversation means one of two things. Either someone on the freighter went outside to fix something and was talking to the bridge…

			…or there’s another ship in near-field range to them.

			“Have you checked the charts and course plot information?”

			“Jacobson did just before you relieved him, Captain. There’s no other ship due out this way for six days.”

			“Must be someone outside then – an EVA, or a background echo?”

			Johansson nods. “That was my thought, Captain. I’ve been listening back and forth, trying to isolate a sentence or two to confirm what we’re listening to.”

			Background echo is something that we’ve been dealing with ever since humanity started looking out into the universe. Broadcast signals have been bouncing back toward Earth since the 1930s, when radio transmission first became widespread. There’s a swirling mass of three centuries of noise out here, which we have to filter out of any communication we’re receiving. Usually, this wouldn’t be an issue since targeted messages have a tight beam and set of handshake protocols, but here, we’re listening in, trying to pick up anything we can, so all of those factors are part of the equation.

			“These freighters usually have eight crew – two shifts of four, with three the minimal operational complement. If there was an emergency, they’d wake everyone. You think they’d try taking a walk outside to repair a drive shutdown?”

			Johansson shrugs. She looks tired. Clearly, she’s been at this a while. Her pale Norwegian face is almost ghostly in the low light. “Drive repair isn’t my area, but I guess a two-person EVA would work if they have two specialists on board.”

			Interplanetary freighters are big, more than a kilometre in size. That’s much bigger than the Khidr. While we have a larger staff and all sorts of different equipment to assist and repair other ships, the Hercules will operate mostly on automated systems with a tiny team. Any extravehicular activity, like an emergency repair, would stretch them thin. She’s a huge cargo container, with engines at the back and a home for her crew in the front. Her typical journey would be back and forth on the same runs, which makes the classified message I read earlier all the more intriguing.

			I’m half tempted to leave the bridge and start trying passwords on the data archive right now, but there are others who need a break more than me.

			“When is your shift change due, Ensign?” I ask.

			“In three hours,” Johansson says. “I had the extra work with the doctor, clearing up what happened. We haven’t rostered that in yet.”

			“Oh yes, you helped out with Drake.” I’ve turned my seat, and I’m looking at her now. I remember the floating cloud of blood and worse. Even if she’s had similar experiences before, a sight like that is traumatic. “Do you want to take some time?”

			Johansson shakes her head. “No, I just want to find out what these signals are.”

			I stare at her for a few moments. She’s clearly affected. The work is a distraction. I suspect she’ll only dwell on what’s happened if I send her away.

			“Did you know Drake well?” I ask.

			“I knew Jonathan, if that’s what you meant?”

			I let the matter drop. “I’ll start analysing the last section of the file,” I say. “If I find any words I can isolate, I’ll shift them to your screen.”

			“Thank you, Captain,” Johansson says. Her pinched expression relaxes, and she turns back to what she was doing, popping her earpiece back in.

			“No problem,” I say, knowing she can’t hear me, and turn back to my own screen.

			* * *

			An hour later, Keiyho has joined us and I’ve isolated seventeen potential words. Three of them are in a sentence. I think I can hear “…please don’t…sir…” I group everything up and send it to Johansson’s screen.

			“Thanks, Captain,” she says.

			A message alert flashes on my console. I open it. Le Garre is awake and wants a conversation in her room. I unstrap myself from my seat.

			“You two carry on here,” I say. “I’ll be back in twenty minutes.”

			“Of course, Captain,” Keiyho replies.

			Le Garre’s quarters are close to the bridge. I go past the entrance to corridor six. It’s still sealed. She must have found something.

			I press the announcer, and the door slides back a moment later. Music spills out into the corridor, some sort of atonal twenty-second-century ambient-synth that reminds me of the strange interference we picked up. Le Garre is in a chair at her desk. Her gaze is fixed on the screen in front of her. She has her hair scraped back into a bun. She looks tired as well, but there’s a focus to her that suggests she’s coping. She turns to me and raises her eyebrows.

			“Captain?”

			“Major. What have you found?”

			“A few things.” She picks up a portable screen from the table and hands it to me. “Drake is stored away in the cargo hold. We’ve photographed and recorded everything from the scene.”

			“Give me the headlines.”

			“Well, the straps weren’t cut or burned through,” Le Garre says. “It looks like someone triggered them to release.”

			“You mean an override?”

			“I mean the emergency remote command. You remember the safety briefing?”

			I try to cast my mind back six years to my basic astrospace training. “There’s a remote trigger for any harness. It can be operated from the bridge or from a portable handheld device. Shuts down the whole system.”

			“Yes, apart from the magnets in our suits. They retain charge and connection.”

			“Duggins said they would have been enough to hold Drake in his seat on their own. Unless there was a lot of failure. Some kind of physical or electrical shock?”

			“Or the electromagnetic system in the chair was switched off as well,” Le Garre says. “I’ve asked Duggins to check.”

			I nod. “I’ve approved your interviews. Start when you’re ready.”

			“Will do,” Le Garre says. “Time for this may be an issue. My shifts might need to be covered.”

			“Yes, I understand. Johansson’s had the same problem. We’ll work it out. You going to be on hand for the rendezvous?”

			“When is it?”

			“Three hours from now.”

			Le Garre sighs. “I’ll need to be.”

			“Did Duggins brief you?”

			“Yes, he’s spoken to most of the crew. With the updated information from Jacobson, he anticipates a shutdown, so his plan is a restart operation.”

			“How many people does that need?”

			“Two on the outside, four on the inside.”

			“Something the freighter crew could do then?”

			“Possibly.” Le Garre glances at the screen again. “That wasn’t why I messaged you, Captain.”

			“No, I guessed that. What’s the issue?”

			“Once I start the interviews, the crew are going to get nervous,” Le Garre explains. “They’ll already be talking, but this will spook them. It’ll confirm we’re thinking someone killed Drake. It’ll let our killer or killers know we’re thinking that too. We need to make a plan for their next move.”

			“Get ahead of them, you mean?”

			“Yes.”

			I run a hand through my hair, feeling it as it floats in zero gravity. “There’s still a chance the system failed, or the command was issued by accident. We need to get someone to quietly go through the execution routines on the bridge consoles.”

			“I can get Travers to do that,” Le Garre says.

			I shake my head. “No, it should be you, me, or Duggins. We were all there.”

			“You don’t trust Travers?”

			“Not with this. Not yet. I’m on shift. I can access the command history.”

			“Okay.” Le Garre shrugs. “But we know who was on each station. My hunch is that we’re looking for a remote device.”

			“Yes, but we need to rule things out.”

			“Agreed.”

			“The next step is the weapons lockers. We need to meet with Keiyho and authorise deployment of low-ballistic firearms to the officer group.”

			“Morale is going to suffer,” Le Garre warns.

			“Then we keep it quiet. And bring Keiyho into the group,” I tell her. “He was on the bridge too.”

			“You trust him?”

			“I will, as soon as we’ve cleared the console command history.”

			“So, we authorise firearms after that?”

			“Yes.” I chew my lip and hesitate a moment before making a decision. “We need to meet up again before we reach the Hercules. I need to brief you all on some classified information I received from Fleet.”

			Le Garre raises an eyebrow. “From Fleet? Interesting. Will it help?”

			“I don’t know; it’s an encrypted set of data that I haven’t looked at yet. Seemed to have been sent automatically too. I’m authorised to share it with the senior crew. I think we should all view it together and see if it’s useful.”

			“We do that when we meet with the others?”

			“Yes, I think that works best.”

			“Okay, Captain.” Le Garre stifles a yawn and nods toward her bed. “Between now and then, I’m going to try to get some sleep.”

			“Good idea, you’ve earned it.”

			“Thank you.”

			* * *

			I’m back on the bridge, lowering myself into my seat. Johansson hasn’t moved. She’s still at her station, listening to the audio recordings, but Keiyho nods to me as I settle in. “Nothing to report, Captain,” he says.

			“That’s good to hear,” I reply.

			“Indeed.”

			My screen has gone into power-save mode. I swipe a finger across it, and the desktop restores, only it’s not the same as before.

			I frown. “Hey, has anyone been at my station?”

			Keiyho raises his head and looks at me. “No, Captain, why?”

			I’m staring at the isolated audio files. I’m sure there were six. Now there are five and they aren’t where I left them on the bottom of the screen. “It doesn’t matter,” I mutter to Keiyho.

			But I’m lying. It does matter. A lot.

			I key up the command history. I find the missing audio file. It’s the one with the three words. It was deleted twenty minutes ago.

			When I wasn’t here.

			I scroll down the list, all the way back to the burn. There’s a whole series of entries during the course correction. Commands issued from my console that deactivated four different acceleration seats across the ship. A cross-reference check with the crew report shows three of the chairs were unoccupied, one of them wasn’t.

			Drake’s chair.

			I didn’t issue these commands. I couldn’t have issued them during a course correction under five gravities. I wouldn’t have been capable of doing so. No one could. They had to have been preprogrammed and set to go.

			Routing them through my console was clever, but whoever did it had to have known someone would check. Why they’d move and listen to the audio files is anyone’s guess.

			Maybe I’m following a trail of breadcrumbs that have been laid out for me?

			“Captain, I think I’ve got something,” Johansson says. Her chair swivels around toward me. “I’ve isolated twenty-six possible words from the recordings. One of them sounds like ‘Hercules’.”

			“Send it to me.”

			“Aye, aye.”

			The file appears on my screen. I listen to it. I can’t be sure but think I can hear what Johansson has heard. It can’t be coincidence, can it?

			Can it?

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Johansson

			“…please don’t… sir…”

			I’m listening to the message fragment the captain sent me. I’ve found thirty other words now, all parts of sentences. Nothing that I can link together.

			Apart from this.

			I’ve been a military communications and audio specialist for two years after I completed my basic astrospace training. At the end of this tour, I’ll be sitting my second lieutenant exams. This is a long way from where I grew up in Bessaker, a stone’s throw from the North Sea. I doubt anyone there thought I’d end up here.

			I need a good endorsement from the captain so I can get a good posting. This is my opportunity to impress. That’s why I volunteered to keep working on the problem. I find I can’t sleep with something left unfinished. It’s certainly an unusual situation, and the task in front of me suits my skill set. I’ve always loved working with sounds. I was a synth beat junkie when I was a child, making tracks late into the night and whenever I could skip school.

			They don’t need composers in the military. Audio engineers and communication specialists, though, they’re a priority. There isn’t much difference in running SETI tracking, reprocessing audio data dumps, communication line control and all the rest. Just different priorities with what you’re trying to do. The task still requires you to be sat in front of a screen, listening to sounds.

			I’m a detail person. That helps in this line of work.

			The captain is moving toward the door, leaving me and Keiyho to look after the ship. It’s a standing order that two members of the bridge crew remain on duty at all times. I’m exhausted, but I’ve agreed to stay. I can’t let this go.

			Keiyho is difficult to read. He’s from Kyoto, the other side of the world to me. I’ve tried to get to know him – to impress him maybe? But I can’t tell whether I’ve succeeded or not. If I ask for something, he reacts with the same shrug and humourless half smile that he gives everyone, apart from Captain Shann. There’s a little inclination of the head Keiyho gives her. That’s a Japanese tradition, left over from the bowing that used to be popular in their society – totally impractical in zero gravity.
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