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PROLOGUE

D

espite the protective suit shielding her from flames, Lieu-tenant Jodenny
Scott expected to die very soon. The prospect should have alarmed her,
but on some dim, exhausted level, she sup-posed it was only fair. So many
of her shipmates were already dead or dying, cut down by unexpected
violence in the middle of what should have been routine operations. Why
should she be any differ-ent? She fought her way through the fire, her
damaged lungs labor-ing, her gloved hands groping for the control panel
that would put an end to this inferno.

“Lieutenant,” said the voice over her commset. “Report!”

She would have been angry—how did they expect her to talk when
she could barely even breathe!—but all her energy was focused on her
mission. If somehow she survived this disaster, she would direct her fury
toward the people who had caused it. The murderers who’d killed her
friends and coworkers. Very briefly she thought of the man she loved, and
how she had last seen him: burned, bleeding, unable to even hear her final
farewell.

Jodenny’s hands closed on what she hoped was the control panel.
She bent forward so that her visor was flush against the metal, but ash and
smoke made it impossible to see. In her mind’s eye she imag-ined the
panel: the sensors, the indicator lights, the override. Her gloves were too
bulky to feel fine details. She pulled one off, ignoring the noisy alarm in her
helmet that indicated a suit breach. She touched searing hot metal and
recoiled with a cry. But then her fin-gers brushed against the lever she
needed, and she wrapped her burn-ing, blistered hand around its handle.

Here goes everything, she thought, and pulled with all her strength.

A new alarm started to screech. With violent speed, smoke and
debris and corpses and anything that wasn't lashed down, including
Jodenny herself, rushed toward the vacuum outside the ship. She felt
herself lifted and carried toward the stars, her lungs collapsing, her suit
unable to protect her. But she had done it. She had saved her ship. This
time...



* k% % %



CHAPTER
ONE

f Jodenny spent one more day on the planet Kookaburra she might try to kill
herself again. Not funny, she told herself, and not true, but morbid humor
was her only defense against the prospect of spending the next eight hours
stuck in a cubicle, rout-ing invoices that nobody at Fleet gave a damn about.
Nearly dying on the Yangtze was one thing, but bureaucratic suffocation
prom-ised to be no less fatal. First thing Thursday morning she headed to
the Assignments building, but as she drew near she saw that Matt Lu had
beaten her to it.

“Forget it.” Lu shaded his eyes against the sun. “No requisitions came
in and the Survey Wing didn’t post any new jobs.”

“What about the Aral Sea?” Jodenny asked. The freighter, with its
complement of five thousand crew and colonists, had been in orbit for a
week.

“Leaves today for the Alcheringa. Trapped for another day in
para-dise, that's us.”

He gave her a jaunty salute and headed off toward the mess hall,
circling a miniature sculpture of Wondjina Spheres as he went. With the
cadets on holiday, Alice Training Base’s peaceful air was broken only by
the hum of robots cutting the grass on the soccer fields. Be-yond the main
gate, a lush eucalyptus forest stretched all the way to the pink sandstone of
the MacBride Mountains. Earth must have looked like that once, back
before the Debasement, but Jodenny had no time for beautiful landscapes
and instead went inside the cool, ink-scented lobby of the building behind
her.

Before Jodenny could ask, the ruddy-faced sergeant on duty said,
“No, Lieutenant Scott. Yes, I'm sure. Yes, | remember you'd be eter-nally
grateful if | called you the moment anything came in. So would Lieutenant
Lu, Lieutenant Armstrong, Lieutenant Bell—"

“Quit your blabbering, sailor.” Chief Pau came to the counter with an



armful of files. “Take these down to Processing and shove them up their
asses, why don’'t you? Goddamned paperwork.”

As soon as they were alone, Pau leaned over and gave her a
con-spiratorial wink. “Thirty minutes ago the Aral Sea sent out a priority call
for a supply officer. The requisition is in the commodore’s queue.”

“Chief, | love you,” Jodenny blurted out. She regretted the
inap-propriate words immediately, but Pau only grinned.

“Better get over there before everyone else smells blood in the
wa-ter, Lieutenant.”

She slipped out the back door, brazenly cut across the VI.P. park-ing
lot, and reached the commodore’s suite thirty seconds later. The cold, quiet
offices were carpeted in blue and curtained in gold. Mod-els of starships
and a massive Team Space pennant provided the proper military
decoration. Campos’s aide, busy on a link, held up a hand to forestall her
from barging in on the commodore. From behind closed doors, Jodenny
could hear an angry voice.

“Do you really think I'd throw everything away?” a man was say-ing.
“Fifteen years in, pension on the horizon, and I’'m going to take up with an
able tech half my age? I'd be an idiot!”

Campos'’s reply was too low for Jodenny to distinguish any words. A
moment later the door was wrenched open and a lieutenant com-mander,
his face red, stormed past Jodenny and out of the suite. Jo-denny kept her
gaze averted. She waited a respectful moment and then knocked on
Campos'’s door.

“Good morning, ma’am,” Jodenny said.

Campos was standing behind her desk, her expression grim.
“Lieu-tenant Scott. What brings you here?”

“I came to talk to you about that requisition. On the Aral Sea?”
“News travels fast.”
“Consider me packed.”

“Come in and sit down, Lieutenant.”



Jodenny resisted the urge to rub her right thigh. Most days she for-got
entirely about the new bone there, but every now and then too much
exertion would set it throbbing. She sat in a straight-backed chair and
focused on a pink gymea lily on Campos’s desk. The com-modore came
from authentic Aboriginal ancestry, and she’d deco-rated her office with art,
sculpture, and weavings from Old Australia.

“l don’t think you’re ready to go back into space,” Campos said.
“l passed my physical—"

“With a moderate duty recommendation for six months. | don’t think
that means jumping into the middle of a deployment.”

Jodenny lifted her chin. “I'm cleared for reassignment, ma’am, and
there’s nothing for me to do here.”

“There are dozens of other officers waiting for jobs to open up, and
five of them are supply types like yourself.”

“But I'm the best one for the job. You know my record, ma’am.”

“I do.” Campos gazed at her squarely. “I know what you did on the
Yangtze and | know what you did afterward.”

Jodenny didn’t flinch. The scars on her wrists had been hidden so
well by plastic surgery that even she couldn’'t see them anymore. “I've
earned this.”

“Maybe. But I've decided to send Lieutenant Lu instead.”

“Commodore—"

“l just pinged him,” Campos said. “He’s going to have to hustle to get
on the Aral Sea'’s last birdie at noon. Don’t worry, Lieutenant. The Alaska’s
due to arrive in a few months. Maybe they’ll have some-thing.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Jodenny waited until she was outside before she pulled out her gib
and pinged Fleet. Commander Taymore appeared on the screen wearing a

distracted expression.

“Good morning, Lieutenant. How are things?”



“Fine, sir.” Jodenny squared her shoulders, knowing that what she
was about to do was highly irregular. “I was hoping the admiral was in.

Taymore scratched his chin. “He’s stuck in a meeting. Something |
can help you with?”

“It's about the Aral Sea, sir. | don’t think it can wait.”

“l heard they had a last-minute billet open. Did the commodore
choose someone else?”

“Yes, sir. But | want it.”

“I know what the admiral told you,” Taymore said. “Promises made
during the award of the MacBride Cross aren’t taken lightly. But are you
sure? The Aral Sea isn’'t a happy ship.”

And I'm not a happy lieutenant, Jodenny thought, but it didn’t mat-ter.
Unlike the Yangtze, the Aral Sea was intact and functional. Her bulkheads
hadn’t been ripped open to the stars. Her decks weren't stained with blood
nor fused with flesh, and if any ghosts haunted her passageways at least
they didn’t whisper Jodenny’s name.

“Yes, sir. I'm sure,” Jodenny said.

“Then you'd better go pack, Lieutenant. The admiral will author-ize
your transfer.”

* k% %

f he waited only thirty more minutes, Terry Myell would miss the birdie and
be officially AWOL. It wouldn’t be the first detrimental en-try on his service
record but it would be the last, because if he started walking, he would keep
going—up over the mountains, straight past Sydney Harbor, and all the way
to the back of beyond. No more closed-in starships filled with filtered air
and recycled gossip for him. He would live in a tent on the open range,
cook over open fires, maybe even get a dog. A Labrador retriever. And it
would all be per-fect and peaceful until military police showed up to haul
him away in handcuffs.



“Hey, Terry!” a woman called out happily. Myell turned, but the woman
went into the arms of a businessman in a blue summer suit. He should have
known. Although he’d once had friends on the Aral Sea, people who might
be happy to see him, that had all changed since Fortune. No one but Team
Space security would care if he dis-appeared over the hills.

Something flickered at the corner of his eye, and he focused on a
small brown gecko that had crawled up onto the slat of his bench.

“What do you think?” Myell asked it. “Stay or go?”

The gecko didn’'t answer. A dozen Sydney United fans poured out of
a van, boisterous after their weekend victory. A sullen group of Manchester
South supporters watched them from across the median. Three do-wops
with guitars slung over their backs strolled past a woman teleconferencing
on her sunglasses. A young girl beside her played with a toy robot. The girl
resembled Myell’s niece, and he re-minded himself that when the Aral Sea
made it to Mary River he'd at least have some downtime with Colby and the
family.

If he survived the trip to Mary River.

Maybe going AWOL wasn’t such a bad idea after all.

“Hey, donger,” a voice called out. “Forget where the ship is?”

Myell stood up. “Fuck you, too, Spallone.”

Tony Spallone gave him a smile that did nothing to improve his puffy
features. Behind him, Joe Olsson paid off a cabdriver and shoul-dered his
bag. Both men were Chiba’s dogs, and Spallone, at least, was as much a
bully and thief as his boss.

“Sure you don’t want to head north and put all this shit behind you?”
Spallone asked. “It's not like people are going to forget, Myell. Space is big

but Team Space is fucking tiny.”

Myell said, “Only two people know what really happened, and you're
not one of them.”

“But Wendy told us everything. So you’'d better stay in your little dark
corner and don’t come out, you understand?”

Olsson started inside. “I'm not missing the birdie for this.”



Spallone cuffed Myell on the side of the head and followed Olsson.
Myell stood rooted to his spot with his fists clenched until a female
lieutenant approached him. She had dark blue eyes, glossy brown hair
pulled back into a regulation-style braid, and a pretty face marred by dark
circles under her eyes. Her nametag read Scott and she wore the same
supply insignia he did. For a moment he felt a faint sizzle of recognition,
almost as if they were old friends unexpectedly reunited, but the feeling
passed almost immediately.

Myell saluted. “Good morning, ma’am.”

“Good morning, Sergeant. Do you know which gate is for the Aral
Sea?”

“Number twelve, ma’am.”

“Thank you.” She scrutinized his uniform. “You need to polish your
boots.”

Myell glanced down at his scuffed heels. “Yes, ma’am.”

Lieutenant Scott started inside. She wore her uniform quite well, and
her slacks showed off her long legs and shapely rear. He might never be
able to date a commissioned officer, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t
appreciate her assets. After a moment she turned as if sens-ing his
attention and asked, rather crisply, “Do you intend to miss the flight?”

So much for appreciation. Myell picked up his rucksack, resisted one
last look at the mountains, and followed her inside.

* k k%

J

odenny had hurried to her quarters, crammed her gear into a bag, and
rented a P-train. She spent two hours reviewing data about the Aral Sea as
the unit whisked her south and looked up only when the local triad of Father,
Mother, and Child Spheres appeared near Point Elliot. The Spheres stood
enormous and regal in the sunshine, an-cient sentinels from another age. A
busload of tourists posed for pictures, even though dozens of Spheres,
always in the same group-ing and same alignment, dotted every continent
in the Seven Sisters. The orphanage in which Jodenny had grown up had



been right across from the most popular triad on Fortune.

Traffic was heavy, and by the time she reached Sato Spaceport she
only had a few minutes to spare. She asked directions from the first
crewman she saw, a sergeant with an Aral Sea nametag and ten years’
worth of patches on his uniform.

“Number twelve, ma’am,” Sergeant Myell told her.

He had short brown hair and brown eyes to match. Handsome, with
sturdy muscles in his forearms and a bit of sunburn in his cheeks. The
outdoorsy type, probably, as much as any man could be when he spent
most of his life on a starship. She pushed down a pull of attraction and told
him he needed to polish his boots.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said.

Jodenny gave Myell a nod and started inside. He didn’t follow. “Do
you intend to miss the flight?” she asked, more sharply than she in-tended.
Myell's only answer was to pick up his sack and follow her at a respectful
distance.

Inside, Sato was an oasis of cool air and well-tended gardens that
stretched along concourses filled with tourist shops. Gate twelve was
crowded with friends and family who’'d come to bid farewell to the crew
already beyond the barriers. Given what had happened to the Yangtze,
security was tighter than usual. Jodenny had to pass through two scanners
to get to the manning desk, where a civilian security guard checked her
retinal scans and said, “You're not on the access list, Lieutenant.”

“l just got reassigned. Check again.”

“Salter, Sbrizza, Seabaugh—no Scott.”

The comm announced boarding for the Aral Sea’s birdie. Myell,
who’d already moved through his line, glanced back over his shoulder at
her. Jodenny insisted, “Admiral Cartwright authorized the transfer himself.”

The guard called a coworker over. The two of them conferred while
the Aral Sea crew filed up a ramp. Had the admiral changed his mind, or

something gone wrong with her records? Jodenny tried not to fidget.

“l need to get on that birdie,” she said.



“Yes, ma’am,” the second guard said. “Know you from someplace,
don’t I?”

Surely he’d seen the media reports. “Maybe. Can you check again?”

The first guard let out a triumphant noise. “Ha! Here you are,
Lieutenant. Just came through. You'd better hurry.”

She rushed into the nearly empty lounge and started for the ramp.
After two steps her legs locked, her mouth went dry, and her heart began to
pound out a staccato beat. Only three months had passed since the
bombing. Ninety days of injury, recovery, sleepless nights, and continuous
regret. Jem was dead. Dyanne was dead. Jodenny could have requested a
planetside job and Team Space would have given it to her; she could have
asked to terminate her contract and not even the admiral himself would
have refused.

“Lieutenant?” Myell stood at her elbow with a crease between his
eyes. She hadn’t even noticed him hang back while others went ahead. He
asked, “Something wrong?”

Last chance to turn around, she told herself. To be free. The Aral
Sea is not a happy ship, Taymore had said. But her life wasn’t about
happiness. It hadn’t been for a long time.

“No,” she said. “Nothing’s wrong. Let’'s go.”

They walked up the ramp together.

* k% % %



CHAPTER
TWO

J

odenny took the last remaining aisle seat beside a sailor whose nametag
and insignia identified him as Able Technician Cardoza. Myell maneuvered
into the window seat of a row up ahead, and she was disappointed that they
couldn’t sit together. As a member of the Supply Department he could give
her all the most current gouge. Cardoza, who wore an Ops patch, wouldn’t
know much gossip at all.

“Would you like the window, ma’am?” Cardoza asked. “I can move.”
“I'm fine, thank you.” The window wasn't real anyway, just an-other vid.

The sailors on the birdie ignored the prerecorded safety
announce-ments and talked right over the launch countdown. As the
engines roared to life Jodenny gripped the armrests so hard her fingers
went numb. Kookaburra receded beneath their wings and the artificial
gravity kicked in. A DNGO rolled down the dirty carpet of the aisle to sell
refreshments. Jodenny paid for a bottle of marsala tea and some onigiri to
settle her stomach.

“How long have you been aboard, AT Cardoza?”

“About a year. This is my first run.” He eyed her patches. “You've
done three, that's great.”

Two and a half, actually. She’d earned her first two Alcheringa
patches the hard way, each run taking about ten months. Jodenny’s third trip
down the Alcheringa had been brutally cut short, as had the lives of seven
hundred forty-nine sailors and civilians. The terrorists of the Colonial
Freedom Project had seen to that.

Cardoza adjusted the vid screen. “Is this okay? | always like that first
glimpse of the ship. Kind of reminds you how big she really is.”

The image of the Aral Sea grew larger. She was identical to the
Yangtze, both of them built in Fortune’s orbital shipyards, each freighter



twelve decks high and longer than three soccer fields. Attached to Mainship
by an umbilical shaft was the ship’s promenade, and at-tached to the
promenade were twenty cylindrical towers, each a self-contained cargo
hold crammed with colonists, equipment, supplies, and families of the Aral
Sea’s crew. Most of the towers were destined to be towed away and
replaced at one of the Seven Sister planets far-ther down the Alcheringa.

“You don't think there’s going to be any problem, do you, ma’am?”

“Everything will be fine,” Jodenny said. “It's not going to happen
again.”

Halfway to the Aral Sea she went to wash up in the head, and when
she came out she bumped into another sergeant from the Supply
De-partment. “I'm Tony Spallone, ma’am,” he said, a smile pasted on his
face. “You must be here because of Lieutenant Commander Greiger. Too
bad about him, eh?”

“What happened?”
He grimaced. “Car accident. A shame, really. | hope he makes it.”

Jodenny heard sympathy in his voice but Spallone’s gaze was shifty,
insincere. She saw that Myell had stood up to stretch and had his eye on
the both of them. “What division do you work in, Sergeant?”

“Maintenance/HazMat, ma’'am. Great place. All the divisions are
straight up except for Underway Stores. That was Lieutenant Com-mander
Greiger’s division. Not his fault, mind you, he got stuck with some bad
apples. Dicensu, Ishikawa, Myell—I shouldn’t say any more.”

“No, you shouldn’t.” Spallone had no doubt watched her and Myell
board together. “I'll see you around, Sergeant.”

She returned to her seat. Myell had sat down again, and the back of
his head told her nothing. Jodenny unwrapped her onigiri and ate her way to
the marinated kelp at its center. The ship’s Supply Officer had the
discretion to put anyone he wanted in charge of Underway Stores. Surely
he wouldn’t fill it with a junior officer such as herself. With any luck at all
she’d be put into Flight Support, which was much more exciting and
interesting. Underway Stores sounded like a trou-bled division, and she
didn’'t need any more problems than the ones she already had.

* k k%



T

hat first whiff of the Aral Sea’s air—clean but recycled, cool and faintly
scented with machine oil—should have kicked her in the stomach. She
expected it to, and stepped off the birdie in the Flight Hangar braced for a
flood of memories. To her surprise Jodenny felt only a bit of disorientation
as the other passengers cleared a tempo-rary security barrier and began to
disperse. The hangar was large and well organized, busy with equipment
and Flight personnel, and not conducive to casual lingering. Once past the
barrier Jodenny decided to head for the Supply Flats, but a blond ensign
with pale skin blocked her way.

“Hi, I'm Clara Hultz. You're Lieutenant Scott, right? I'm supposed to
show you around. First stop’s the bridge, because the captain wants to see
you. Then I'll take you to the Flats and you can meet Commander Al-Banna.
He’s the new SUPPO. Well, not so new now. Are you hungry? Nothing’s
really open on Mainship but I'm in charge of the vending machines, so |
know where the best ones are. Oh, and we’re going to be working together.
Isn’t that great?”

Hultz stopped to take a breath.
“l need to drop off my things,” Jodenny said.

“I'll have someone take it down. Hey, Sergeant Spallone, could
you_ﬂ

“Never mind.” Jodenny tightened her grip. I'll keep it with me.”
“You're sure? Okay. Let’'s go. | hardly ever get to go to the bridge—"

Jodenny followed the chattering ensign down the passage. The Aral
Sea’s black and gray color scheme was similar to the Yangtze’s, but the
matting on the decks was a little darker, the lettering on signs larger. The
ship’s air and drive systems hummed in the background, punctu-ated by
occasional comm announcements. She noticed that the Yangtze was the
one thing that Hultz wasn’t talking about, and was grateful.

“—and I'm supposed to be done with my quals already, but things
have been busy since the Commander Banana came onboard—"

“Commander who?”



“I mean, Commander Al-Banna. He took over after that big prob-lem
with Commander Matsuda. They say the department’s having a bad run of
luck and | guess Reggie proves that—poor guy went off the road and was
trapped for hours before someone found him. Dave Quenger’s excited,
though, because he’s going to get the DIVO job. The commander
practically said so.”

The parade of names was making Jodenny dizzy. “Did you say we're
going to be working together?”

“Unless they give you Quenger’s old job in Maintenance, but you don’t
want that.”

“How about Flight Support?” Jodenny asked. “Who’s in charge
there?”

Before Hultz could answer, the lift doors slid open to a bridge
iden-tical to the Yangtze’'s. Dozens of consoles formed a semicircle around
the towering mainscreen. Twice as many personnel monitored every
aspect of Mainship and the Towers. Back at Alice Base, almost every-one
had been appallingly young. The Aral Sea’s bridge was full of sea-soned
sailors, crisp and serious as they readied the ship for launch. Overlooking
the bridge were the captain’s office and, high in the domed overhead, a
totem in the shape of a gum tree, a naval tradition since Captain Jackie
MacBride and her heroic crew first slid down the Little Alcheringa.

A swarthy Master-at-Arms confronted them, checked their badges,
and inspected Jodenny’s bag. Only then were they allowed to cross a
gangplank toward the captain’s suite. Below them, a swarm of techs
gathered to fret over an Ops station. Someone at Drive ordered new
specs. When Jodenny stopped to let a regular technician roll a unit past
she saw a tall, dark-haired, and regrettably familiar figure stand-ing down by
the Data Department consoles.

Sam Osherman. Shit and spice. Of all the goddamned bad luck in the
universe—

“Something wrong?” Hultz asked.
Jodenny had studied the ship’s roster on the P-train and Osherman’s

name hadn’t been on it. What had she ever done to deserve such malign
fate?



“Lieutenant?” Hultz asked. “You okay?”

Quickly, before Osherman could look up and see her, Jodenny
forced herself forward. The captain’s inner offices were guarded by a
round-faced aide who took her bag and said, “The Executive Officer’s not
in, but Captain Umbundo wants to meet you.”

The modular furniture in the captain’s office was strictly shipyard
design but autographed ASL soccer balls and framed jerseys from the
Kookaburra World Cup provided a bit of color. Umbundo sat behind his
desk, a sturdy man with dark skin and more than a dozen Alcheringa
patches on his jacket. The only decoration on his desk was a Wondjina
Sphere paperweight, and the only vid on the wall showed a live relay from
the bridge.

“Lieutenant Scott reporting for duty, sir.”

Umbundo didn’t stand or smile. “Sit down, Miz Scott.”

She sat, and told herself not to wipe her sweaty palms on her slacks.

“My condolences on the loss of your friends and fellow shipmates,”
he said. “You can imagine our shock when we arrived last week and learned
the news. It's a terrible tragedy, one that will have repercus-sions for years
to come.”

“Yes, sir,” she said. Information traveled one way down the
Alcheringa, no faster than the ships that carried it. The news about what the
Colonial Freedom Project had done to the Yangtze had yet to reach
Fortune. “I'm sure you knew people aboard as well, Captain.”

“l did.” He didn’t elaborate. “How was your stay on Kookaburra?”

“There are worse places to convalesce, sir.”

“And better places?”

The wall vid’'s volume was turned down, but Jodenny could see a
group of officers suddenly cluster around the Data panel. She said, “I'd
rather not have needed to convalesce at all.”

“You'd rather have been killed?”

That stung, but Jodenny had expected something like it. “I'm not



suffering from survivor’s guilt, Captain.”

“That ship was your first posting. You had good friends onboard.
Friends that became family.”

“Yes, sir,” Jodenny said. Osherman was in the middle of the vid now,
explaining something with an expressive wave of his hand. She forced
herself to look away. “The orphanage on Fortune where | grew up was my
first home. Team Space was my second, and my last ship was my third. But
the CFP can’t make me afraid to go back into space and I'm not going to let
the past interfere with the present.”

Umbundo gazed at her steadily. “I want you to take over Under-way
Stores.”

Her stomach knotted. “Sir?”

“The position is usually billeted for a lieutenant commander, but we
don’t have any to spare. Someone’s got to straighten out that mess down
there. Do the job right, and it'll be a solid step toward lieutenant
commander. You up for it?”

The vid forgotten, Jodenny reviewed what Spallone had told her
about bad apples and Hultz mentioning someone else already being
promised the job. “I believe the SUPPO has another replacement in mind.”

“I'm not interested in the SUPPQO’s idea for a replacement.”

There was really only one answer he wanted to hear, and Jodenny
knew it. “Yes, sir. I'm up for the job.”

The comm pinged. The captain’s aide said, “You're needed on the
bridge, sir.”

Jodenny stood. Umbundo rose, shook her hand with a grip like iron,
and said, “Good luck.”

“Thank you, sir.”

His gaze caught on her jumpsuit. “Where’s your MacBride Cross?
Don’t tell me you forgot to put it on.”

“Sorry, sir,” Jodenny said. She didn’t tell him that wearing the
dec-oration made her feel like a fraud. She’d been told about her heroic



actions, had listened to an admiral speak highly of her bravery, but her
memory was a muddy collection of images and sensations: fire, pain, thick
choking smoke. The doctors blamed a head injury, and had told her she
might never fully recall what had happened. “I'll make sure it's sewed on

properly.”

Osherman was standing by the aide’s desk when Jodenny stepped
out of Umbundo’s office. He blinked at her in surprise.

“Lieutenant Scott,” he said, with a trace of Kiwi accent in his voice. His
dark hair was a little shorter than she remembered, with strands of silver
every here and there. Of course he wouldn’t color it. He was a few
centimeters taller than she, with strong, handsome fea-tures and a freckle
under the tip of his chin. She remembered other freckles as well, and the
little birthmark on his shoulder blade.

Jodenny said, “Commander. You look well.”

“As do you.” Osherman’s gaze slipped to Umbundo. “Good
after-noon, sir.”

Umbundo brushed past them. “This isn’t high tea, people. Get back to
work.”

Osherman opened his mouth and closed it again. That had been cute,
before—his tendency to start something and then think the bet-ter of it. Now
it made him look like a fish suddenly bereft of oxy-genated water.
Osherman followed Umbundo down to the bridge and the captain’s aide
said, “Call if you need anything, Lieutenant Scott. Welcome aboard.”

Jodenny thanked him, took her bag back from Hultz, and headed
toward the gangplank.

“So what did he say? | heard he’s strict—"

“Ensign Hultz, have you ever heard that silence is golden?”

Hultz frowned. “Do you really think that's true?”

They went down to the Flats on D-Deck. Immediately beyond the lift
was Ship’s Services, which included the mess decks, laundry rooms,
barbershops, and other stores. Across the way was the division that

oversaw the ship’s cleanliness, maintenance, and waste disposal. Standing
at the crossroads of two passages, Jodenny also identified the offices for



the officers’ wardroom, chief petty officer mess, and Colony Stores. Her
own office, Underway Stores, would be down on G-Deck. Fronting the
Supply Officer’s suite was a lobby manned by RT Bartis, who had
bloodshot eyes and a wide nose.

“Welcome aboard, ma’am,” Bartis said. “Sorry about the Yangtze.”

Jodenny stiffened. “Don’t you know it's bad luck to say the name of a
lost ship?”

He didn’t even blink. “Sorry, ma’am.”
“Is Commander Al-Banna available?” Hultz asked.

“Hear the yelling? Any minute now he’ll start throwing those Cus-toms
agents up against the bulkhead.”

“Commander Matsuda was never that loud,” Hultz said. “How about
Miz Wildstein?”

“She’s refereeing.” Bartis brought out a ship’s gib and had Jodenny
sign for it. “Your agent’s waiting for you to set up your preferences. I'll let
him or her know when the commander can see you. Here’s your check-in
list—you have two weeks to visit each department and make sure they sign
off. Your quarters assignment is cabin D12.”

A dark-haired lieutenant with a thick mustache and bright blue eyes
was waiting for them when they stepped out of the SUPPQO’s suite. He
asked, “Clara, is this our new addition?” and without wait-ing for an answer
reached out to shake Jodenny’s hand. “David Quenger, welcome aboard
the best ship in the fleet.”

That was his first mistake. She had already served on the best ship in
the fleet. “Jodenny Scott. Pleased to be here.”

“Wait until you've been onboard awhile,” said the redheaded man at
Quenger’s side.

Quenger slapped his shoulder. “This is Kal Ysten. Unhappiest en-sign
you'll ever meet.”

Ysten shook Jodenny’s hand. “That’s not true.”

“Wait until you hear him start complaining, Jo,” Quenger said.



“Jo’s not my name,” she replied.

Hultz giggled. Quenger smiled even brighter. “Clara, if you're busy,
we could show Jodenny around for her check-ins.”

“It's okay, David,” Hultz said. “I'm not busy.”

The constant and improper use of first names in public set
Jo-denny’s teeth on edge. Just as she was about to tell Mr. Quenger that
she and Miz Hultz would do fine, he reached over and touched her
shoulder.

“Let’s do dinner tonight,” he suggested.

She removed his hand. “I'll be dining in the wardroom tonight. Good
day, gentlemen.”

Jodenny couldn’t resist a look at Quenger’s face as they moved away:
still a smirk, but a confused one at that. He obviously wasn’t ac-customed to
being turned down. Once out of earshot Hultz said, “You should get to know
him. He's really a great guy.”

“I already know his type.”

Jodenny followed Hultz into Supply officers’ country. She could have
found her own way, but Hultz’'s presence at least distracted her from the
double vision that had started to bother her eyes. Yangtze. Aral Sea. Two
ships, two fates.

“So what's the story with Ysten?” Jodenny asked.

“Oh, I don't know, he’s always miserable about something. No-body
likes him.”

Jodenny’s knees weakened when they passed what would have been
her stateroom on the Yangtze. The doorplate read A. FRANCESCO. Hultz
continued to jabber on, and the image of the ensign wavered in Jodenny’s
vision. She took a deep breath and refused to faint.

“Lieutenant? Jodenny?” Hultz sounded worried. “Spacesick so soon,
eh? Don't worry. | used to puke all the time. Here’s your cabin.”



Jodenny forced herself to focus on the hatch. The sign J. SCOTT
was already in place. She logged her thumbprint and voice into the door
lock and walked inside to a small cabin filled with standard blue and gray
furnishings.

“Dump your stuff and we can go grab a snack,” Hultz said.
“No, thanks. | think I'll stay here for a while, get myself oriented.”

“You sure?” At Jodenny’s nod Hultz said, “Okay. I'll come and get you
for dinner. See you at eighteen hundred hours.”

After the ensign was gone, Jodenny began unpacking. She tried to
remember everyone she’d met. Captain Umbundo. Clara Hultz, with her
short hair and unfocused enthusiasm. That bloodshot tech who worked for
the SUPPO—Bartis, that was his name. David Quenger, so incredibly full of
himself. His unhappy friend Ysten. And Osherman, on the bridge. Jodenny
went to her desk and accessed Core.

“Good afternoon, Lieutenant Scott,” a male voice said. “Would you
like to set up your agent now?”

“No. Tell me when Commander Samuel Osherman reported
on-board.”

“May first.”
Eight days earlier. “Where did he report from?”
“Alice Training Base.”

Nonsense. She had never seen him at Alice. Jodenny sat back in her
chair. After a few minutes she leaned forward to check her imail. Standard
messages had already started pouring into her queue. Rules for quarters,
emergency procedures, boring bureaucracy... Where had Osherman been
since the accident? Definitely not at Alice. She logged onto the ship’s
message boards and scanned the several dozen listed topics. Thousands
of messages from strangers, the chorus and chaos of a ship she knew so
little about—

An alarm shrieked through the cabin, making her jerk away from the
desk. General Quarters. The alarm that had started the night-mare on the
Yangtze.



It was starting all over again, all over, all over...
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CHAPTER
THREE

M

yell's gib beeped as soon as the birdie landed. “Get yourself over to T6,”
Chief Nitta said. “Ishikawa’s sick and | need someone in the tower for
launch.”

Myell was a sergeant and Ishikawa was an able tech. Underway
Stores had twenty personnel assigned to it, and almost any of them could
have babysat the DNGOs in Tower 6. But there was no use ar-guing about
it. He dropped his rucksack off in his cabin and took a tram from Mainship
to the Rocks. The access ring to T6 switched him around to the tower’s
gravity orientation and six minutes after Nitta’s page he was relieving
Ahmed Lange in the command module. Lange had his feet up on the
counter and was playing Snipe.

“What's wrong with I1sh?” Myell asked.

“Who knows?” Lange gestured toward the windows. “Your dogs
missed you.”

Myell gazed out at the tower, which measured fifty decks from base to
dome. DNGOs darted silently and efficiently in the zero-g of the central
shaft, their guide lights glimmering like stars. Directly be-neath the
command module, Loading Dock 6 received deliveries from the DNGOs
and sent them over to Mainship via a mag-lev Di-rect Conveyance System.

“Anyone else around?” Myell asked.

“Strayborn and some others are down securing the dock. I'm off to a
security watch.”

“Right, then. See you.”

Myell locked down the command controls and took the lift down to the
base of the hold. Dim down there, cold as hell, but the gravity shell kept him
rooted to the deck. Ishikawa had left three DNGOs at his workbench and a
log of what she’d done while he was on Kook-aburra.



“Again, Castalia?” He patted the Class IlI's round surface and took a
look at her damaged thruster. “What have you been banging against?”

Although DNGOs couldn’t feel emotions, he fancied a certain
glumness in her eyes. Beside her, Boann, a Class IV had damaged her
camera while retrieving items in the slots. The Class I, Isis, had stopped
responding to recalls from the control module. He could probably fix the
latter two but Castalia would have to go to the Repair Shop. When he went
to attach her leash, she rose swiftly from the bench and hov-ered in place
ten meters above him. The damaged thruster made her wobble
dangerously.

“Damn it,” Myell said. Ishikawa knew better than to leave the unit on
standby. He switched his gib to the DNGO command channel and ordered
her down. Castalia spun hesitantly, listed to the side, and de-scended with
an air of resignation.

“Sorry, girl.” Myell slid in a restraining bolt. “It's an unfair uni-verse.”

He tugged Castalia into the lift, up to level twenty-five, and across the
access ring to the Rocks. The restaurants, shops, and other busi-nesses
along the kilometer-long promenade were closing up in prepa-ration for
launch. Electronic ducks cruising the winding stream began to tuck their
heads under their wings, and similarly artificial koalas re-treated to the
upper branches of a live eucalyptus tree. The overhead dome offered a
stunning view of Kookaburra but after they dropped into the Alcheringa,
holograms would simulate blue skies or starry nights. In a month or so they
would emerge at Mary River, and after a week or so continue down the
Alcheringa to Warramala and Baiame. He didn’t mind Warramala so much.
He had no intention of stepping foot on Baiame.

“Launch minus two hours,” the comm announced. “All passengers
return to quarters.”

A tram stopped at a nearby station. Inside it, a dozen youngsters
jumped up and down in excitement while red-robed nuns tried to calm
them. An elderly couple smiled at the children and stroked a pair of puppies
squirming in their laps. As the tram started to slide away Myell saw
something he never expected to see on a starship, even one full of
immigrants and travelers: a naked Aboriginal man, dusty and short, standing
at a set of doors with a wooden spear in hand. He wore a belt of knotted
hair, and his skin had been painted with swirling white de-signs from
forehead to hips. He was scowling at Myell with such a fierce expression



that Myell took an involuntary step backward.

All the trams were equipped with cameras, and Security would never
let anyone wander around naked and armed. Yet no one on the tram even
seemed to notice him. Throat suddenly dry, Myell told himself it was some
odd trick of the light, maybe a prank by some-one with a hologram
projector. He forced himself to look away for a few seconds. When he
turned his head back the tram was far down the boulevard and the
Aboriginal was gone.

Pushing down a sense of unease, Myell tugged Castalia over to the
Repair Shop.

Pug-ugly RT Engel, who nobody much liked anyway, said, “We're
closed.”

“Says who?” Myell asked.

“New rules. We close two hours before launch.”
“Why?”

“He said we're closed, swipe.”

He knew that voice. Had listened to it almost every day during the bad
months, when Greiger had been the DIVO but everyone in Un-derway
Stores understood who was really in charge. Myell turned to Chief Chiba. “I
heard him.”

Chiba had at least six centimeters and ten kilograms on Myell, and
spent two hours a day weight lifting. Myell had seen him once put his fist
through a barracks wall in a fit of pique. It was hard not to step back when
he approached, or beg for mercy right away to avoid being hurt. Myell stood
his ground anyway, despite the cold sweat beading on his palms.

Chiba said, “You heard him but you don't listen, Myell. You never
listen.”

“Two hours is ridiculous—" Myell said, and made the mistake of
glancing toward Engel. Chiba grabbed his shoulder, spun him around, and
shoved him up against the bulkhead. Something jabbed him so hard in the
lower back that he gasped. Chiba’s arm went across his throat, choking off
most of his air supply.



“You have a lot of problems,” Chiba growled, his face so close Myell
could smell onions on his breath. “But | will always be number one on your
list. Understand?”

Myell tried to pull Chiba’s arm away but couldn’t. The Repair Shop
grayed at the edges as the pressure against his throat grew stronger. How
would they explain his body if they killed him? Maybe they’d shove his
corpse out an airlock, or stow it in a tower until someone found it by
accident.

“Understand, swipe?” Chiba asked.
“Yes,” Myell ground out.

The crushing pressure eased away. Chiba stepped back. “Good. Get
the hell out of my shop.”

Myell grabbed Castalia’s leash and left as quickly as he could. His
face felt hot and his fists shook. He should have gone AWOL, he should
have never joined Team Space, he should have—

The General Quarters alarm started shrieking. Passengers who'd
been dawdling on the Rocks jerked in surprise. A tram that had started
across the gulf to Mainship ground to a halt and reversed di-rection. Fire
and radiation hatches slammed shut as comm orders squawked overhead.

“Crew to emergency stations. Power Plants into standby. Lifepods,
prepare to launch.”

Myell's lifepod was back in Mainship. He’d never make it. He leashed
Castalia to a lamppost and sprinted toward T6. Twenty sec-onds passed.
Thirty. The alarm blasted against his eardrums. He reached a crew ladder
and scrambled down to the station below the access ring. The press of his
thumb opened the hatch and registered his location with Core. More than a
dozen men and women had already crowded inside, some from his own
department, the others from Maintenance or Tower Support. All the lights
on the boards shone a steady green.

Myell pushed his way forward. “What's going on?”

Only Gordon Strayborn, as immaculate and straight-shouldered as
ever, deigned to answer. “When | got here, Engineering was lit up like a
Christmas tree. But everything switched back. It must have been a screwy
sensor.”



Chardray Nagarajan slapped the panel. “Maybe it’s this shitty
ma-chine, and the whole ship is going to hell around us.”

“Like the Yangtze,” someone said.
Strayborn ordered, “Don’t say that name.”

Although the module was well ventilated, Myell smelled the dank odor
of fear. Nearly eight hundred people had died on the Yangtze. The board
lights remained green, the comm silent. He asked, “Can you get the bridge
channel up?”

Strayborn shook his head. “It's locked out.”

An able tech from Maintenance raised her hand. “Sometimes | lis-ten
to the Repair channel. It's simplex, but they forget to lock it.”

Strayborn punched it up. They heard a fast clicking sound, then a
man’s irritated voice. “That’s a big fat zero. | double-checked. Noth-ing
looks out of place.”

“They’re looking for sabotage,” Strayborn said tightly.

Or maybe a CFP bomb. For thirty minutes they listened to the
one-sided conversations. The GQ lights and tones finally faded and the
comm announced, “All conditions normal. All personnel report back to duty.
Passengers are restricted to quarters. T-minus two hours and holding.”

Myell approached the tech who’d spoken up about the Repair line.
“That was a good suggestion, AT Holden. What else can you hear?”

She gave him a nervous smile. “Almost all the B channels. Not
Se-curity, not Medical, but you can listen to Tower Support bitch about
passengers and hear what the captain’s ordered for lunch.”

Myell grinned. “You don’'t want to be caught eavesdropping on the
captain.” Everyone knew his punishments were swift and severe.

“You're right about that.” Her smile widened, but then she focused on
his nametag and all good humor fled. “You're Sergeant Myell?”

He said, “Last time | checked, yes.”



“Oh.” This time her voice was filled with ice. “I've got to get back to
work.”

Myell watched her go. Her reaction reminded him of Chiba and the
swipes back in Repair Services. He trudged back to the Rocks to retrieve
Castalia, but she was no longer attached to the post where he’d left her.
Myell tipped his head back, wondering if she’d floated off, but the dome
was stark blue with no sign of the DNGO. He opened the command channel
on his gib but she didn’t come when called, and in fact made no response
at all.

“Shit,” he said. Something else to be blamed for.

* k% % %
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odenny had fled her cabin blindly, with no idea where she was go-ing. On
the Yangtze, her emergency station had been on H-Deck. On the Aral Sea,
it could be on any of a dozen others. Flummoxed, she came to a complete
halt on the ladder she was climbing. A hand shoved her ass indelicately and
she stumbled out to the nearest deck. The GQ klaxon screamed into her
brain as it had so many nightmare-soaked nights in the Alice barracks.

T6 lighting up like a supernova. Parts of its shredded hull shattering
the Rocks and ripping into Mainship. Thick smoke all around her, the
wounded screaming in pain and panic, the pulsing fear that some-thing
terrible had already befallen her friends—

“Them’s the breaks, boot,” Jem would have said, had he lived.

Jodenny blinked. F-Deck. Damn it, this wasn't the Yangtze. She
hauled herself down the ladder and made for her old station. A slim, short
chief named Vostic was supervising as personnel rushed past.

“You don’t belong here,” Vostic said to Jodenny.

“I don’t know which one—"

“We're full. Try J-Deck.”

Nonessential personnel from Supply, Medical, and Ops pushed their
thumbs to the wallgib and hurried inside the lifepod. Jodenny said, “No!



They might not have room.”
“Try D—"

“Chief, nothing in this universe is keeping me from getting into that
pod,” Jodenny said, and meant it. Something in her expression must have
convinced the chief of her desperation, because Vostic grabbed Jodenny’s
thumb, pushed it to the gib, verified it with her own print, and shoved her
inside the pod.

Tears threatening to blind her, Jodenny staggered down the row to
one of the last remaining seats. She pulled the safety bars down over her
body and sat on her violently trembling hands. The crew around her tactfully
ignored her shaken state.

“If this is a damn drill, I'll kill the lunatic who planned it,” an en-sign
said.

Someone answered with, “I'll help you dispose of the body.”

Jodenny squeezed her eyes shut. Jem’s corpse had been lost in
space. Dyanne had been crushed between bulkheads until only a mangle
of bones and flesh remained. Voices swam around her in de-bate, some
fearful, some petulant. Campos had been right. She should have never left
Kookaburra.

“You know what | think?” a sergeant said. “I think whoever decided
naming these ships after environmental disasters back on Earth ought to
have a psych consult.”

For several minutes Jodenny forced herself to exhale and inhale
through her nose. The Yangtze had been lost. The Aral Sea was still
in-tact. The longer the lifepod stayed in dock, the more likely it was that the
GQ was either a false alarm or a test of crew readiness. There was no way
that the fanatics of the Colonial Freedom Project could have successfully
planted another bomb. When the comm clicked to life, Jodenny’s head
shot up.

‘All conditions normal,” a voice said.

Complaints and conversation drowned out the rest of the
an-nouncement. Jodenny stood up and was nearly crushed by a swarm of
bodies. By diligently keeping her eyes on the hatch she was able to keep
from panicking, and after an interminably long period of push-ing and pulling



she broke free into the passage.

Vostic was there, in conference with a commander. Embarrassed by
her overreaction, Jodenny tried to slink off unnoticed but didn’t get far.

“Lieutenant Scott!” The commander came her way. He was short and
compact, with steel-colored hair. He squeezed her hand like a vise. “Fayid
Al-Banna. You ready to check in with me?”

“Yes, sir,” she replied, but he had already walked away.

Al-Banna brushed past the line forming at the lift. “Bet this scared the
hell out of you.”

“A little, sir.”

“Piss on that. | was scared, and | didn’t just come off the worst wreck
in TS history.” The lift arrived and Al-Banna boarded immedi-ately
“Goddamn drills. Probably delay us at least two hours. What do they think
on the bridge, that we’'ve got nothing better to do down here?”

Jodenny didn’t think he was setting a good example, complaining in
front of the crew that way, but she tried to make a diplomatic re-sponse.
“Maybe it was a mistake.”

“Whoever made it should get his ass demoted.”

On the Flats, people scurried to get out of Al-Banna’s way. He led
Jodenny past Bartis’'s counter and into his office, which was small and
immaculate and located in the middle of a desert. The grammed walls
showed bleached sand and pale blue sky in all directions. She wondered if
he considered himself a direct descen-dant of the nomads of ancient Egypt
or a reincarnation of some mighty pharaonh.

Al-Banna gestured for her to sit and then dropped into his own chair,
his back ramrod straight. “There have to be dozens of supply lieutenants
down on Kookaburra, just waiting for an assignment like this. How'd you
land it?”

“l was lucky, sir.”

“Piss on luck. Did you pull strings? Call in a favor or two, use your
fame with the higher-ups?”



She almost denied it, but that seemed pointless. “Some might say so,

Sir.

“Nothing wrong with that. But if you ever try jumping over my head, I'll
slap you down so hard they’ll have to scrape your career off the deck with a
spatula. Understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. I'm putting you in Food Services. Try not to poison anyone
important and we’ll get along fine.”

Jodenny took a deep breath. “The captain put me in charge of
Un-derway Stores, sir.”

Al-Banna stared at her. “He did what?”
“He said I'm replacing Lieutenant Commander Greiger.”

“Goddamn it! Who the hell is running this department?” He stabbed
his comm button. “Larrean, this is Al-Banna.”

An administrative aide replied, “I'm sorry, sir, the Executive Officer is
unavailable. May | tell him you called?”

Al-Banna hung up. “Fuck it all. Go ahead and take over Underway
Stores. It's the worst division | have. If Greiger hadn’t run himself into a
mountain | would have fired his ass. You'll piss off Quenger, who was
supposed to get it. Wildstein, too. She’s his mentor. But those are your
problems now. Have fun.”

Jodenny left as quickly as she could. Out on the Flats, the air was
cold and dry and oppressively thick. On rubbery legs she forced her-self
past blurry strangers and toward her quarters. No one stopped her, which
was a relief.

She certainly didn’t want her new shipmates to see her sobbing like a
baby.
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t seventeen hundred hours the Aral Sea engaged aux drive and left
Kookaburra. The haul to the Alcheringa drop point would take five days. An
hour after launch, sequestered in his favorite booth at the No Holds Barred,
Myell peered into the depths of his beer. His roommate Mick Timrin sat
beside him. Some of the overvids displayed girls gy-rating to music but
most were replaying the Dunredding soccer game.

“Fucking idiots.” Timrin glared at the soccer players. “I would have
won a hundred yuros on that game, you know.”

Myell appreciated Timrin trying to distract him from the loss of the
DNGO. He'd filed a report and knew that someone from Security would be
by to interview him within twenty-four hours. “How do you lose a robot?”
some snarky chief would ask, as if Myell should have dragged a DNGO to
the emergency station.

“There’s always another game,” Myell told Timrin.

Three Ops techs, each with one or two Alcheringa run patches,
si-dled up to the bar. Above their heads, the dancers faded away as the
nightly news came on. Two virtual hosts, Hal and Sal, addressed the
camera with vapid smiles.

Hal said, “Good evening. In today’s news, departure was delayed by
two hours and ten minutes after a General Quarters alarm.”

Sal added, “The five-minute response rate was ninety percent, a new
ship’s record.”

“Notice they’re not saying why,” Timrin said. “Some Ops swipe
probably pushed the wrong button.”

One of the Ops techs glared their way. Myell nudged Timrin.
Timrin grimaced. “So what?”

“Departure went smoothly,” Hal said. “All systems are go for a safe
flight.”

Safe. Since the Yangtze, nothing about spaceflight seemed
particu-larly safe. Myell had heard more than one rumor that the CFP was
somehow responsible for the drill. The idea of a bomb somewhere on the
ship made him gulp at his beer.



“In other news,” Sal said, “the Medical and Supply Departments both
announced new appointments. Lieutenant Mitchell Moody has been
appointed to Crew Medicine, and Lieutenant Jodenny Scott has taken over
the Underway Stores Division.”

“Supply spaz,” said a tech wearing a Kiwi patch. “She freaked out
during GQ.”

“What did she do?” another tech asked.

“Went to the wrong pod, got all hysterical. They almost had to se-date

her.

A third tech popped a peanut into his mouth. “They say you’re never
the same after a spacewreck. She was on the Yangtze.”

The one with the Kiwi patch said, “Supply types always fall apart when
there’s trouble. Look at the old SUPPO. Ran off like a jackal, didn’t he,
rather than take it like a man?”

Timrin finished his drink. “You know where to find an Ops tech during
an emergency? Under a desk, pissing his pants.”

The Kiwi tech pushed back his stool. The bartender, a bald civvie with
wide shoulders, came out from behind the counter and warned, “You want
trouble, you take it outside.”

“We don’t want trouble,” Myell said.
“Not unless there’s a girl to hold down,” the Kiwi tech said.

Myell changed his mind. He did want trouble, the kind that would result
in the satisfying thump of his fist against the Kiwi tech’s nose. But Timrin’s
barricading arm kept him from lunging forward. Tim-rin said, “They’re not
worth it.”

“Sit your asses down before | call Security,” the bartender said to the
Ops techs.

Public brawling could land the offenders in the brig and leave black
marks on service records. Better to fight in private and explain the in-juries
as work-related accidents—fingers caught in a hatch or ribs bruised by a
ladder fall.



“Ilgnore them,” Timrin said when they reached the passage out-side.
“Fucking idiots.”

Myell's temper cooled down on the ride to Supply berthing. A
half-dozen people were sprawled in the lounge playing Izim on the
large-screen vid. Someone had spilled beer on the carpet again, and
pop-corn had been scattered on the sofa. Chris Amador, in charge of the
Izim siege, said, “Jesus fucking Christ! Where did those moths come
from?”

Timrin’s gaze swept disdainfully over the screen. “lzim’s for slomes.”

“Heard you lost a dingo, Myell,” Nagarajan said, snuggling close to
Amador’s side.

Amador asked, “How do you manage that?”

“Not so hard,” said Mike Gallivan, who was sprawled in a corner chair
with his guitar in hand. Gallivan had checked onboard at the same time as
Myell, and for a while they’d been good friends. “Little buggers get into all
sorts of shit.”

“Or get put there,” Nagarajan said.

Myell clenched his fists and didn’t answer. Fuck them all if they
thought he’d meant to lose any equipment put into his care. He fol-lowed
Timrin down the noisy passage past a dozen half-open hatches. In cabin
nine, Ben Chang was competing with the volume of his Snipe game as he
relayed a story to Sergeant Tisa VanAmsal, who stood in the doorway.

“—s0 Chief Vostic told her she was at the wrong station, and Scott
told her to get out of the way, and Vostic told her to try another lifepod, and
Scott told her to go to hell.”

That encounter must have spawned dozens of imails and message
threads, either through Core or on individual pocket servers. Myell
wondered why the hell people didn’t have anything better to worry about.

“Quenger must be pissed she’s taking over,” VanAmsal said,
unpin-ning one of her braids. She was older than most in Underway Stores
but still one of the more attractive sergeants on the Aral Sea. Myell
respected how she kept a cool head and ran Loading Dock G with a firm
hand.



“Quenger’s a swipe,” Timrin said.
Chang scored a direct hit. “Nitta will put her in her place.”

Myell tried to put in a good word. “Lieutenant Scott seems sharp
enough.”

VanAmsal gave him a frosty look. “It's not a fresh start for you, Myell.
Already you’re screwing up again.”

He turned away at the unexpected sting. The lost DNGO he could live
with. Equipment was always disappearing on the ship. But no one was ever
going to forget what Wendy Ford had said. Myell went inside his and
Timlin’s cabin, yanked off his shirt, and threw it down the wash-chute.

“Christ,” Timrin said behind him. “What happened to you?”

Myell turned and glimpsed, in the mirror, a bruise darkening his back.
“Nothing.”

“If Chiba’s fucking with you again, you should let someone know.”

“Who would | tell? Al-Banna? DiSola?” He pulled on a T-shirt,
ig-noring the protest in his back. “I don’t care anymore.”

Timrin let the hatch close and leaned against his locker with folded
arms. “You care. Too much. Honor, commitment, all that recruiting
bullshit—they really got it when you signed up. Your trouble is you want to
fight Chiba on his terms. You have to be smarter than him, not tougher. Next
time something happens, get some proof.”

Proof. Wendy Ford had claimed the bruises on her body were Myell’s
doing, when they both knew it had been Chiba. Gritting his teeth at the
memory, he lifted his rucksack from his bed and went to shove it into his
locker. Something small fell on his bedcover.

“Christ,” Myell said. “There’s an omen for you. A dead gecko.”

Timrin bent close to it. “I don’t think it's dead.”

“Of course it is,” Myell said, but under Timrin’s urging he put the
gecko in a cup near a lamp and it flicked its tail. It was small and brown, like

the one that had crawled up on the bench outside Sato Spaceport. It
peered up at Myell with beady black eyes.



Timrin grinned. “I always wanted a better roommate than you.”

Myell didn’t need a pet. He didn’'t need to be responsible for any-one
or anything else on the ship. Hell, he couldn’t even take care of a DNGO.
But he couldn’t very well let it run loose or flush it down into the ship’s
sewage system.

“What are you going to call him?” Timrin said.

“Kookaburra,” Myell decided. “Koo for short. And it’'s a her, not a him.”

Timrin rolled his eyes. “Like you haven’t had enough trouble with
women.”

“Welcome aboard, Koo.” Myell bent close to the cup. “I hope you
don’t regret it.”

* k k%



CHAPTER
FOUR

T

-minus thirty minutes. All off-duty personnel and passengers report to
guarters.”

Sitting on her rack with her knees pulled to her chest, Jodenny tried to
empty her mind of fear and doubt.

“T-minus ten. Towers secure. Engines to speed.”

Somewhere back at Alice Training Base, Matt Lu was probably
cursing her name. Going over Campos’s head to Admiral Cartwright had
probably made the commodore an enemy as well. Though she’d only been
on the Aral Sea a few hours, Jodenny had already managed to annoy her
boss, make a less than favorable impression on the cap-tain, and
embarrass herself in front of countless members of the crew. The Yangtze
dead, lying in row after row of tidy graves, bitterly watched her from their
dark repose.

A slight, almost imperceptible jolt beneath her. The thrill of in-creasing
acceleration. No other fanfare, no blast of trumpets, but the deed was
done. Jodenny closed her eyes just as the comm came to life with,
“Attention, attention, this is the XO speaking. We have departed
Kookaburra and bid farewell to those we leave behind. Resume nor-mal
operations.”

Jodenny didn’t move. She could venture forth from the cabin and do
her check-in rounds, but what was the point? The ship had de-parted
without incident but in five days they would reach the Alcheringa and the
horror would begin all over again. Maybe she should find some broken
glass and lay waste to her wrists again—

No. That had been a onetime aberration, a dark time she barely
remembered. She would not succumb again. And to fear that the Aral Sea
was doomed when it reached the Alcheringa was foolishness it-self. Team
Space would have never authorized the next leg of her journey if there was
a serious threat from CFP fanatics.



Someone pinged the door. The wallvid flickered to life. “Lieu-tenant
Scott? I'm from the chaplain’s office.”

For a moment she considered pretending she wasn’t in, but then she
wiped her face and opened the hatch. Her visitor was slim like a willow, with
commander’s bars on one collar and a chaplain’s pip on the other. She held
a large wicker basket in both hands.

“I'm Kath Mowaljarlai. Call me Kath or Chaplain Mow. Can | come in?”

Jodenny stepped aside and let the chaplain enter. Mow handed her
the basket and said, “The official welcome-aboard kit from the Reli-gious
Service Office. Flowers-in-a-jar, two movie passes, a copy of our religious
activities schedule, and a vid of me giving inspirational sermons. No, just
kidding about that last bit. Chocolate biscuits. Much better than sermons.”

“Chocolate’s always welcome around here.” Jodenny took the jar out,
opened its lid, and watched a handful of fresh daffodils spring to full
flourish. They reminded her abruptly of funerals and she stepped into the
head.

“Sorry.” Jodenny splashed water on her face. “Allergies.”

“l suffer from them myself.” Chaplain Mow favored the flowers with
her full attention but didn’t remove them. She let Jodenny com-pose herself
and then said, “The Aral Sea isn’'t what you're used to, but | hope you'll
learn to like her. We've got some good people here. People who'll listen to
whatever you want to say.”

Jodenny knew this game, and was relieved Chaplain Mow had slipped
into it without wasting any time. “Alice was full of people who wanted to
listen. Doctors, therapists, grief counselors, chaplains—they were lined up
outside our doors. I've done more talking in the last three months than in
twenty-eight years.”

Chaplain Mow smiled. “You never know when the urge might strike
again. My office is up on C-Deck. Come by tomorrow and I'll sign your
check-in sheet. Should | put you down as Unitarian, Gagudjun, New
Denominationalist, Muslim, Mormon, Catholic, Jewish, Buddhist, agnostic,
atheist, or something else altogether?”

“Something else altogether.”



“Can do. And remember, you're not alone here. Have your agent call
my agent and we’ll have lunch, okay?”

After Mow left, Jodenny mustered enough energy to take a hot
shower. The prospect of dinner depressed her all over again. Walking for
the first time into the sea of strangers that had been the Yangtze’s
wardroom had been nerve-wracking enough, but at the time she had been
merely a new ensign. Now she carried the weight of tragedy and the day’s
humiliations on her shoulders. She rubbed away a smudge on her shoes,
buffed the gold buttons on her jacket, braided her hair, braided it a different
way, changed her earrings, and changed them back. Maybe she could
plead a headache and prolong every-one’s inevitable discovery that she
wasn't fit to be back in space, never mind in charge of the Supply
Department’s worst division.

The ship’s bells rang at eighteen hundred but Hultz didn’t appear.
Jodenny paced the cabin and passageway. Five minutes later, just as
Jodenny was about to strike out on her own, Hultz rounded the corner.

“You're late,” Jodenny said.

“No one ever goes on time,” Hultz said. “Is it true you’re in charge of
Underway Stores? Al-Banna must really like you.”

“Liking me has nothing to do with it. Let's go.”

On her way down the passage Jodenny wiped her sweaty palms on
the sides of her uniform.

Hultz squeezed her arm. “Relax. Everyone’s great. Here we are.”

Jodenny followed Hultz through the hatch and stopped. The sup-ply
wardroom had the same design and layout of the one on the Yangtze, but
where she expected to see plaques and trophies she saw only empty
shelves. The bulkheads were smooth gray parasteel, un-marked by
anything as sentimental as pictures or murals. Empty stools stood against
the darkened bar. The dining table had been set for ten people.

“—and the guy next to me in the pod had the worst farts ever,” said a
swarthy, dark-haired man on the sofa. “Clara, you're late.”

Hultz said, “Since when? Jodenny, this is Mike Zeni.”

“Pleased to meet you.” Zeni wore sub-lieutenant’s bars, and his



cologne smelled strong and clean. “Did you like our friendly
welcome-aboard alarm?”

Obviously he hadn’t heard what a fool she’d made of herself.
“Im-mensely.”

Beside Zeni was Lieutenant A. J. Francesco, who was slender and
dark-skinned. They both worked in Ship’s Services—Francesco ran the
Disbursing Division and Zeni was in charge of Colony Berthing. Ensign
Leanne Weaver, with extremely short hair, worked in Flight Support.
Jodenny had already met Kal Ysten.

“Let’s eat,” Weaver said. “I'm starving.”
“Shouldn’t we wait for everyone else?” Jodenny asked.
“No one else is coming,” Ysten said gloomily.

Francesco pulled out his chair. “Congratulations on your new job,
Jodenny.”

Zeni lifted his beer. “And good luck. You never hear anything good
about Underway Stores.”

“You'll do fine if you can get along with Chief Nitta,” Weaver said.

Ysten grimaced. “That’s if you can get a single moment’s work out of

him.”
On the Yangtze, no one had dared miss wardroom dinner unless they

were on watch or in Sick Berth. Jodenny sat down reluctantly and shook out
her napkin. AT Ashmont, the lithe young steward, started the soup course.

Weaver said, “Chief Nitta's the least of the problems in Underway
Stores. Dicensu’s dumber than a rock. They say that new girl, Ishikawa,
she’s doing kasai. And don’t forget Myell.”

Jodenny remembered the handsome sergeant with the scuffed
boots. “What about him?”

Ysten said, “He raped a girl.”

Raped? On the Yangtze Jodenny had supervised a sailor accused of
trying to kill his roommate, but she’d never worked with a rapist. She tried to



imagine Myell pinning down a woman and forcing himself into her, but the
idea didn’t make sense.

Francesco said, “Shut up, Kal. You don’t know what happened.”

A no-good chief and a purported rapist. No wonder Al-Banna
de-spised her division. The conversation moved on to the gossip about an
ensign in the Navigation Department who had been seen, of late, sneaking
in and out of chiefs’ berthing.

“Let the captain catch wind of that, and she’ll be out an airlock,”
Weaver said.

“It's probably nothing,” Francesco said.

Weaver downed more of her wine. “They say that's where Matsuda
went, you know. Airlock. Not on a birdie at all.”

“Idiot talk,” Zeni said.
“l don’'t understand,” Jodenny said.

Francesco told the tale. “Commander Matsuda was our SUPPO. He
was two years into a three-year tour, and | won’t say he was pop-ular or
good at it, but we were getting the job done. We left Fortune as scheduled,
no problem. Got to Kiwi, some people take shore leave, Matsuda says he’s
on his way to visit family. Forty-eight hours before launch, he’s due back, no
one can find him.”

“Disappeared completely,” Hultz said. “No trace whatsoever. No one
could even prove he went down to the surface.”

“Not true.” Zeni waved his fork. “Data showed that his flight pass had
been used as scheduled on one of the birdies.”

Weaver shook her head. “Anyone could have used it. The security
vids were all corrupted up, none of the other passengers remembered
seeing him, and Kiwi Customs couldn’t prove he passed through. Even his
family said they hadn’t seen him.”

“Half the ship believes he deserted, for whatever reason, and his
family was covering for him,” Francesco said. “There are rumors he was
under investigation for dereliction of duty, but no one knows much about it.
The other half think maybe he stayed onboard, hid-ing, until we reached



Sundowner—he always said he wanted to retire there. Maybe he got off
there. And yet another half think maybe he was a victim of foul play.”

“That’s three halves,” Zeni said.

Francesco said, “I never did like fractions.”

“We had to wait four whole days at the Alcheringa drop point off Kiwi
before they sent us a new SUPPQO,” Hultz said. “Then there was the
incident with Myell and the girl, and poor Reggie ends up in a big car
accident on Kookaburra—so you can see, the Supply Depart-ment’s got a
reputation for being cursed. Now you’re here—"

“Clara,” Francesco said sharply.

“l didn’t mean it negatively!” Hultz protested. “She’ll bring us good
luck. She survived.”

Jodenny stared down at her dinner plate. Survived. Yes, she had
sur-vived when so many others had not. But that was a curse, not a
blessing.

“I hear the General Quarters today was a CFP bomb threat,” Weaver
said into the sudden quiet. “The captain had to take it seri-ously. Otherwise
why be so crazy to pull a drill right before launch?”

Francesco said, “It was probably just a hoax.”

Further conversation was halted as David Quenger strolled in, clad in
expensive civilian clothes and smelling strongly of cologne. “Eve-ning,
everyone,” he said. He came up behind Jodenny and squeezed her
shoulder. “I understand congratulations are in order.”

She imagined breaking his fingers. “Thank you.”

“You're not annoyed?” Zeni asked, mischief in his eyes.

Quenger didn’t take the bait. “Underway Stores is a mess, and
Al-Banna must think Jo’s the gal to clean it up.”

Maybe she’d break his entire hand.

Quenger gave a sloppy salute. “Good night, then. Try to keep the
noise down, won't you? The neighbors complain.”



After dinner had been cleared, Ysten settled in to watch the
eve-ning’s ASL soccer game in the lounge, Weaver and Hultz decided to
go nightclubbing, and Zeni and Francesco invited Jodenny to play
Hachi-Hachi. She rolled a five and became oya. Francesco dealt seven
cards to each of them, left six faceup on the table, and put the rest in the
stockpile.

“You'll have to ignore Hultz and Weaver and all the naysayers,”
Francesco said. “Our department’s no more screwed up than any other on
the ship.”

“That’s not saying a whole lot,” Zeni said.

Jodenny matched two butterfly cards. She couldn’t do anything about
Matsuda’s disappearance, nor Greiger’s car accident, but Myell was one of
her men, now. “What happened with Sergeant Myell?”

“It was right after we left Fortune,” Francesco said. “Security found
him and RT Ford in the hydroponics forest. She said Myell forced her. Myell
was arrested but never charged. This was while Matsuda was still onboard.
| wouldn’t say the commander gave him much support. After Al-Banna
came aboard, he told Security to ei-ther drop it or clear it, and the case
died.”

“Is Ford still onboard?” Jodenny asked.

Zeni matched two deer cards. “She got to bail out of the deploy-ment
at Kiwi. Some said maybe that’'s why she said it, just to get out, but you
never know. She was dating Myell's boss at the time, the Un-derway Stores
chief. Big ugly guy named Chiba. You don’t want to cross him or his little
Japanese yakuza.”

“None of that,” Francesco said sharply.
“What, | can’t say it? Him and Nitta, Matsuda—"

“You can suspect anyone you want,” Francesco replied. “But if you're
dumb enough to say it aloud, you better have proof.”

There had been rumors of Japanese mafia on the Yangtze as well,
though Jem had told Jodenny to pay them no mind. “Everyone’s in some
kind of gang or another,” he’d said. But having a chief and ser-geant seeing
the same woman in a division was bound to cause trou-ble, and the



situation sounded bad all around.
“Do you think Myell did it?” she asked.

“Sure he did,” Zeni said.

Francesco studied his cards. “The man’s innocent until proven guilty.

Zeni won the game after twelve rounds. They wanted her to play
crazy-seven next, but Jodenny excused herself, returned to her cabin, and
changed into off-duty clothes. After a half hour of staring at the bulkhead
she climbed downladder toward the Underway Stores office. The decks
were empty at that time of night, with only the hum of the air units to keep
her company. As she approached Underway Stores she heard voices, and
when she rounded the bend she saw Quenger and a tall man exiting the
office. Quickly she pulled back around the corner.

“Let me know how that goes,” Quenger was saying.
“Oh, you'll be hearing lots, I'm sure,” the tall man replied.

They headed off in the other direction. Jodenny considered
con-fronting Quenger but held back. When she was sure they were gone
she pressed her thumb to the lock. Inside the office were two desks for the
admin clerks. One was tidy and organized, the other cluttered with
paperwork. Windows overlooked Loading Dock G, the heart of the
distribution system that moved supplies through Mainship. The Direct
Conveyance System connected the loading dock to T6, the laundry, the
galley, the Flight Deck, two maintenance hangars, and four issue rooms. It
operated twenty-four/seven, and she could see smartcrates arriving and
being shipped out again under the DNGOSs’ vigilant care.

She peeked into Nitta’'s office, which was neatly decorated with
plaques from his previous tours of duty. A gram showed him accept-ing an
award, and she recognized him as the tall man who'd been accompanying
Quenger. Reggie Greiger’s office, right next door, re-sembled the
aftermath of a tornado. Jodenny cleared a pile of clutter off his chair and
accessed the databases, rosters, schedules, and re-ports for the division.
By midnight she’'d read enough to know if Greiger hadn’t driven himself off
a mountain, he would have lost his job during the next inspection cycle. She
was surprised someone as no-nonsense as Al-Banna had put up with him.

She activated the comm. “Chief Nitta, please.”



After two rings Nitta’s agent answered. “He’s not available. May | take
a message?”

“This is Lieutenant Scott, his new DIVO. Tell him to report to my
office at oh-seven hundred tomorrow.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Jodenny remembered that she hadn’t set up her own agent yet, but
that could wait. She went through Greiger’s desk and discovered a bottle of
brandy. The liquor burned the back of her throat. She had the wallvid bring
up a live shot of Boyne, Kookaburra’'s second moon, and after several
minutes the Yangtze began to come around from the dark side.

From a distance, the ship seemed as beautiful and invulnerable as
she had the day Jodenny first boarded her. Only as the ship lifted higher in
orbit did the gaping wounds on her starboard side become visible—black,
ragged holes where huge chunks of tower shrapnel had slashed through
the hull. She imagined herself drifting along the Yangtze’s pitch-black
passages, her noncorporeal self passing through bulkheads and decks.
Her cold breath sent dust swirling through compartments. The touch of her
hand made ice crystals scatter like diamonds. She glided ever so silently to
her cabin and to the familiar comfort of her bed. The blankets and sheets
held no warmth yet as she wrapped herself up and let the blackness take
her—

Jodenny blinked. She was no longer inside the Yangtze but instead
watching it from her new office. She raised her glass. To the Wondjina, who
had made the Alcheringa and the Seven Sisters and all things good and
beautiful, she asked for release. Hers was no longer a ship of tragedy and
doom. She belonged to the Aral Sea now, where men and women needed
her.

She waited for a long time, but felt no peace.

* k% % %



CHAPTER
FIVE

C

hief Nitta wasn’t in the Underway Stores office at oh-seven hundred hours.

Neither were the two administrative aides. The first one, a gangly woman

named RT Caldicot, came in at oh-seven-twelve with coffee and doughnuts

in hand. “We’re not open yet, Lieutenant. You want to come back later?”
“We're open,” Jodenny said. “I'm your new DIVO.”

“Oh.” Caldicot didn’t look impressed. “l was expecting Lieutenant
Quenger.”

Jodenny didn’t believe for one second that Caldicot had somehow
missed the news of her appointment. “Where do you usually hold di-vision
guarters?”

Caldicot took a bite of her doughnut and spoke with her mouth full. “In
the crew lounge. We had one last week.”

“They’re supposed to be held daily.”
“Lieutenant Commander Greiger didn’t see the need.”

“l do. Page all our people and have them in T6 in fifteen minutes.
Anyone who isn’t there will be locked out and earn two demerits.”

“Ma’am! That's a little extreme for your first morning, isn’t it? We don’t
start work around here until oh-seven-thirty.”

“Ship’s regs say oh-seven hundred.”
“If you walk down the Flats you won't find a soul—"
“Fifteen minutes, RT Caldicot. Be there.”

Jodenny left the offices and boarded a tram to cross the gulf. She
told herself she wasn't superstitious, but doubt rode with her. Assem-bling



her entire division at the base of T6 was an invitation to disaster. She hadn’t
been in the Yangtze’'s T6 when the CFP bomb detonated, but instead up
on the bridge turning over duty. The first alarm had started shrieking right
after she signed out of the log. Only the luck of the watch schedule had
kept her from being vented into space or crushed between steel or burnt
alive...

So lost was she in grim memories that Jodenny almost missed
getting off at the first stop on the Rocks. A group of DNGOs was moving in
tandem down the boulevard, watering plants and sweep-ing up litter.
Advertisements played silently on overvids and side-walks. Jodenny
crossed T6’s access ring and descended to the base of the hold. She
peered up the shaft at the twinkling lights of DN-GOs and when she looked
down the alleged rapist was standing a few meters away.

“Good morning, ma’am,” Myell said.

“Good morning, Sergeant.” Jodenny told herself she was safe, that
he’'d never been proven guilty. Then again, many guilty people got off
scot-free. Casually she said, “I see you polished your boots.”

“You were right. They were dirty.”

His gaze was level and, on the surface, untroubled. But there was
something about the way he held his hands flat against his legs that made
Jodenny think he was nervous about her being there. She asked, “How long
have you worked down here?”

“Since we left Kiwi, ma’am.”

Since Al-Banna had come aboard. The new SUPPO might have
gotten the charges cleared, but he let Greiger shove Myell to the bot-tom of
the tower to do shitty jobs far below his rank. Not much of a punishment if
he was guilty, but an injustice if innocent.

The arrival of four able techs interrupted them. “AT Ishikawa,”
Jodenny said. “Start taking a roster. That lift gets turned off at
oh-seven-thirty precisely.”

“Yes, ma’am!” The young sailor unnecessarily saluted. She was a
pretty girl, with fine features and neatly braided hair. It took a second for
Jodenny to remember the wardroom talk about Ishikawa being a kasai girl.
Accepting gifts for companionship was a tradition from old Japan, not
exactly legal under Team Space regulations, not exactly il-legal either.



Jodenny turned to Myell. “Show me your spaces, Sergeant.”

Two DNGOs sat inactive in Myell's workshop, with tools and spare
parts hung neatly beside them. A quick glance at Myell's main-tenance log
and she knew she wouldn’t have to worry about him do-ing his job. One
entry did catch her eye, however. She asked, “What’s this about a missing
dingo?”

“A Class lll disappeared during the GQ yesterday,” Myell said.

“Disappeared in the slots?” Jodenny asked. DNGOs were always
getting lost in the maze of bins on each level. Sometimes they broke,
sometimes they powered down by accident. Jem had claimed they were
sneaking off to fool around and make baby DNGOs.

“No, on the Rocks. | was taking her to Repair. | notified Loss
Ac-counting and they’re coming later to investigate.”

She would have to follow up on that further. Jodenny inspected
Myell's bench, which was almost painfully neat. The only personal touch
was a gram of a tropical beach. In it, a woman with an easy smile held back
her long hair and squinted at the camera. She wore a bright yellow dress,
and the blue—qgreen surf swirled around her ankles.

“Is that Baiame?” she asked.

“No, Earth. Before the Debasement.” He sounded a little wistful.
“Someplace called the Gold Coast.”

“A friend?”
“My mom,” he said. “She died a long time ago.”

“I'm sorry.” Jodenny didn’t tell him that her own parents had died
when she was a toddler. She studied him in profile. Handsome, yes. He
had a faint scar above his eyebrow that would be easy to fix, but for some
reason he hadn’t bothered to. Her impression was of an in-telligent if not a
cheerful man. But who would be jolly, stuck in the bottom of a cold cargo
hold for months on end with only DNGOs for company?

“Lieutenant Scott,” a man said, and she turned to see a dark-skinned
sergeant approach. He was shorter than Myell but twice as wide, his
immaculate uniform stretching over thick muscles. Maori, maybe, though



most of them had stayed back on Earth. “I'm Strayborn, ma’am, your
leading sergeant. I'm in charge here in T6. Wel-come aboard.”

“Thank you.”
“The troops are assembled and eager to meet you.”

Fourteen people had assembled in ragged rows. Strayborn joined the
front line and Myell melted into the back. No sign of Chief Nitta, but Caldicot
had managed to get herself there on time. Jodenny checked her watch and
made sure Ishikawa shut off the lift.

“Underway Stores, atten-hut,” she ordered.

She had seen better military posture among schoolchildren. Half of
them were in standard coveralls with scuffed boots, soiled cuffs, or worn
elbows. Others wore working trousers and blue shirts that had clearly seen
better days. At least two of the men had hair past the edge of their collars
and one woman had cascades of blonde curls pinned in a sloppy knot.

Jodenny began calling names off her gib. “AT Amador.”

“He’s on watch, ma’am,” Strayborn said. “So are AT Lange and
Sergeant VanAmsal.”

“AT Amir.”
Strayborn grimaced. “Transferred last month.”
“AT Barivee.”

“He’s in the brig, ma’am.” RT Gallivan, standing in the front row, gave
her a cheeky smile. “Keeping AT Kevwitch and AT Yee com-pany, no
doubt. There’s a bartender in Red Arrow with a beef to set-tle about some
broken furniture.”

Jodenny continued steadfastly down the list. AT Chang was pres-ent
and wearing an Alcheringa Soccer League T-shirt under his jump-suit. AM
Dicensu was missing, and at his name someone chuckled. Young AM
Dyatt, in the back row, was at least seven months preg-nant. AT
Nagarajan’s hair was completely out of reg, but RT Minnich could have
been a poster boy for a Team Space brochure.

Gallivan spoke up again. “You forgot AT Lund, ma’am. No doubt at



Sick Call again.”

“Thank you.” Jodenny added Lund to her list and put her gib away.
“Division quarters will be every morning at oh-six-forty-five until fur-ther
notice. Tomorrow morning we’ll have a uniform inspection, blue jumpsuits.
That means clean clothes, required patches, and reg-ulation haircuts.
Working hours begin here at quarters, lunch is from eleven-thirty to
twelve-thirty, and knockoff is at seventeen hundred or until work is done.”

Ishikawa made a startled noise. Jodenny ignored it.

“Let me tell you what | know about Underway Stores.” She gave them
a steely appraisal. “It's not as glamorous as Flight Support. It's not as
interesting as Ship’s Services. If you want a steady career, you work in
Disbursing. If you like to cook, you work in Food Ser-vices. For everyone
else it's a choice between Underway Stores or Maintenance—telling a
dingo to retrieve a broom or telling it to sweep the deck. Not very exciting at
all.”

Gallivan snickered.

Jodenny said, “Sergeant Strayborn. Two demerits for the next
per-son who can’t keep quiet.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Gallivan’s smirk disappeared.

“Most people don’t realize how crucial Underway Stores is,” she
continued. “When our team doesn’t deliver supplies to the galley, people
can’t eat. When our team doesn’t issue bleach to the laundry shops,
nobody gets clean underwear. Customer service is our first priority. We're
going to reduce our backlog, improve our satisfaction rating, and treat every
single customer we get with the utmost pro-fessionalism. Is there any
guestion about that?”

Silence.

“Let’s get to work,” Jodenny said. “Underway Stores, dismissed.”

Her new division quickly departed. Strayborn said, “Miz Scott? Thank
you for calling inspections for tomorrow. It's been a while.”

Jodenny glanced at his shiny patches and spotless boots. “How



close are you to being promoted to chief?”
“I've got my hopes set on the ECP—the list should be out soon.”

The Enlisted Commissioning Program made officers out of sailors
who had earned their university degrees through Core. The process was
grueling and the standards high. She made a note to check out his
application and was giving him more orders when the lift re-turned with
three people onboard, including Chief Nitta.

“Someone turned off the goddamned lift!” he said, his expression
mottled.

“I did, Chief.”
“We were on time!”

“Let’s have a talk, Chief.” Jodenny started climbing the nearest
lad-der. “Sergeant Strayborn, lock down level one for us.”

She didn’t look to see if Nitta followed, but after a moment his
footsteps rang out behind her. Jodenny checked the indicator lights to
make sure traffic on the level was disabled and swung off the ladder. A
Class | DNGO stood nearby, paralyzed, a smartcrate in its claws. Behind it,
the slots stretched out in dark and complicated patterns. Slot stories had
become Team Space folklore—ghosts in the maze, techs who went in to
retrieve DNGOs and got lost forever.

“Do you know what'’s on this level, Chief?” she asked.
“Agroparts.”

“Uniforms. Do you know our backlog status on uniforms? Three
weeks. Three weeks to get some apprentice mate a new set of cover-alls.”

Nitta spread his hands. “Everything’s been backlogged since we
deployed. We loaded a thousand uniform items at Kookaburra.”

“Then you better make sure they start getting distributed. This
di-vision is in serious trouble. Our COSAL reports are overdue to Fleet and
we missed two data calls. We've got a five-week backlog on com-mon
parts for Housekeeping, six weeks for the galley. The March in-ventory
showed a fifteen percent error rate and April’'s numbers should have been
turned in last week. | also can’t find the semiannual evals for able techs,



which were due last week.”

Nitta glared at her. “Just hold on a minute, Lieutenant. You don’t know
what it's like on this ship. You can come in and make all the value
judgments you want, but you don’t know how things work around here.”

“I know how things work around here now. You've got until the end of
the day to get that inventory on my desk. And you’ll be right beside me at
the uniform inspection tomorrow morning, so you'd better see to your own
uniform first. Your pants are too long.”

He wagged a finger at her. “First off, | didn’'t get your message
be-cause | was on watch in Flight Ops all night.”

Amazing that he could stand watch and still visit the Underway Stores
office with Quenger, but she didn’t contradict him.

“Secondly, you can have the inventory done right, or you can have it
done by the end of the day, but you can’t have both.”

“Why not? If you've been doing the daily and weekly reconcilia-tions,
all you have to do is compile everything and check the discrep-ancies.”

Nitta folded his arms. “If you'd ever worked in Underway Stores
before, you'd know it's more complicated than that.”

She didn’t tell him that she had, in fact, worked in Underway Stores,
for Jem. “No, it's not. We take on provisions at every port. Core tells the
dingoes where to store items and the dingoes do it. When someone
onboard requests something, they transmit the reg-uisition, Core approves
it, and the dingoes deliver the items to the is-sue rooms or to the loading
docks. All you have to do is match the records and balance the money.”

“We’'re a little behind in the dailies.”
“How far behind?”

“Don’t worry about it. You'll get your inventory.” Nitta stalked off
without permission.

Jodenny made herself count to fifty before she followed him down
the ladder. Ready to reprimand anyone who gave her a cross-eyed look,
she trammed back to her office and found Caldicot in confer-ence with a
civilian woman who was old enough to be Jodenny’s grandmother. Beside



them stood an apprentice mate with wide blue eyes and pimples on his
chin.

“Miz Scott!” The AM hurried to her side. “I'm Peter Dicensu. I'm sorry
| wasn't at quarters. | got called for a Sweet test!”

Caldicot warned, “Peter, leave Miz Scott alone. She’s busy.”
Jodenny said, “It's all right. AM Dicensu, what's your job?”

“I help Mary, when she lets me. And | move things. And | can play
Snipe.”

“You don't play Snipe at work, do you?” Jodenny asked.

Dicensu ducked his head. “Only when there’s nothing else to do,
ma’'am.”

Caldicot handed him a gib. “You always have something to do.
Sometimes you forget. Take this to Sergeant Strayborn. Get him to sign it.
Then to RT Gallivan. He'll sign it, too. And RT Minnich after that.”

“No problem!” Dicensu said, and dashed off.
The women watched him go.

“Before you ask,” Caldicot said, “he’s related to some three-star
ad-miral on Warramala.”

Jodenny shut her mouth.

The civilian woman offered her hand. “Lieutenant Scott, I'm Liddy
Mullaly. I'm sorry | wasn’t on time—my husband was late returning from
watch in Engineering, and | wasn’t sure how to get here. It's my first day.”

“Mine, too,” Jodenny said. “Is that an American accent | hear?”

Mrs. Mullaly beamed. Not only did she have the accent, but her face
bore the kind of skin damage that came from living on a planet with a
dangerously thinned ozone layer. “Born and bred, all my life. Then |
decided, what the hell, time to see the universe. | met Mike on Fortune and
we got married and here | am, at my age, in deep space. I've never worked
for the military before. Is that a problem?”



Mrs. Mullaly’s expression seemed so eager and cheerful that
Jodenny gave her the benefit of the doubt. “I'm sure it will be fine.”

Jodenny retreated to her office and rubbed her temples. Employ-ing
civilians for nonessential jobs was one tactic Team Space used to keep
military spouses occupied during the long Alcheringa deploy-ments, but did
she have to get one so green behind the ears? And an American, to boot.
Jodenny had never been to Earth, but she’d heard wild things about the
kinds of people who roughed out a living in what was left of the United
States. That Mrs. Mullaly’s husband worked in Engineering was an
additional concern. Any indiscreet word or action on Jodenny’s part might
easily spread—it wasn’t oil that kept Team Space lubricated, it was the
damned gossip.

With a sigh she turned to her deskgib. Imail had already begun to pile
up in her queue. Somewhere in the bowels of Core, a demonic subroutine
had started assigning her all of Greiger’s old collateral du-ties. Cultural
Diversity Committee. Voting Information Officer. Shore Leave
Recommendations Board. Meanwhile the Public Relations of-fice
wondered if she would like to participate in a roundtable discus-sion about
the Yangtze. Not at all. A civilian wanted to know if she thought the
explosion had been caused by invading aliens. Delete. A barely coherent
message placed blame for every death in the universe on the state of New
Palestine on Fortune.

“Configure agent,” she told Core. “Female, random name, no sense
of humor.”

A voice said, “Good morning, Lieutenant. My name is Holland.”

“Start sorting my mail, Holland. Delete anything with a subject or
message text that references my last ship, regardless of originator.”

“Do you mean the Yangtze?”

“Yes.”

“Understood, Lieutenant.”

Jodenny pinged Bartis and tried to get on Lieutenant Commander
Wildstein’s schedule. Bartis said, “She’s very busy this week, Lieu-tenant.

I'll call your agent when there’s an opening.”

“I appreciate it.” Jodenny wondered if Wildstein would be as busy if



someone else was calling—her protégé Quenger, for instance. She pinged
Security and reached the office of the Assistant Security Offi-cer,
Lieutenant Commander Senga. He was a slight but intense man, with a
noticeable tic in his left eyelid.

“I'm told | have three sailors in the brig,” she said after introducing
herself. “Kevwitch, Yee, and Barivee.”

Senga checked his gib, one hand drumming restlessly on his desk.
“Bar brawl. They already went to mast. Three weeks in the brig and docked
pay. Captain’s very strict on that.”

Jodenny changed the subject. “One of my dingoes disappeared
during the GQ yesterday. Any chance of recovering it?”

“The Loss Accounting Division will take a statement, poke around, but
you know. Kids or pranksters, probably. That dingo could be in a hundred
pieces by now, souvenirs of the trip.”

“Kids or pranksters during a General Quarters?”
He sounded glum. “You’'d be surprised what disappears on this ship.”

“The dingo was with Sergeant Myell,” Jodenny said. “I understand
he’s been in trouble recently.”

Senga straightened immediately. “He should have been
court-martialed for what happened.”

The vehemence in his tone surprised her. Jodenny asked, “So why
wasn't he?”

“The girl didn’t want to testify. Myell probably got to her, intimi-dated
her. Him or his friends. The captain could have gone ahead and had Myell
charged anyway—should have, just to keep him from at-tacking some other
poor tech. If you've got missing equipment and he was the last person to
use it, there’s your thief.”

Jodenny had already considered the idea. “He works with dingoes all
the time. If he wanted parts, he could probably find a more subtle way to
steal them.”

Senga’s frown deepened. “Unless that's what he wants you to think.”



“He doesn’t seem like the type.”

“I've known him longer than you. He’s exactly the type. If he’s stealing
Team Space property, we’ll nail him for it. That's a promise.”

His eagerness disturbed her. Jodenny signed off and leaned back in
her chair. She couldn’t see Myell stealing a DNGO, and had to trust that if
he hadn’t been brought to court-martial there was probably a good reason.
“Holland, retrieve the personnel files on the following division members:
Kevwitch, Yee, Barivee, Lund, Dyatt, Myell, and Dicensu.” She might as well
get to know the more troubled members of her division through reports
filed by her predecessors. But she would start with the most troublesome.
“Open Myell’s first.”
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CHAPTER
SIX

S

ergeant Rosegarten, a diminutive woman with curly red hair, was the leading
sergeant for Loss Accounting. She interviewed Myell about the loss of
Castalia at the base of T6, taking notes on her gib but obviously entranced
by the lights of the DNGOs operating in the shaft above them.

“You said the Repair Shop was closing?” she asked, her head tilted
back.

“Yes.”
“And this was two hours before launch?”
“Yes.”

“Are you sure it's safe to stand under them like this? What if one
drops something?”

Myell pulled a wrench from his toolbelt and tossed it upward. It
bounced harmlessly off the clearshield and clattered into the corner.
“There’s no gravity in the shaft, so nothing can fall. But if the gravity
somehow got turned on, you could drop an asteroid on that shield and it
would still hold. It's the same technology they use on the Flight Deck to
protect against the vacuum of space.”

Rosegarten lowered her gaze and rubbed her neck. “So why did you
take the dingo over there if they were closing?”

Myell went after the wrench. “I didn’t know their hours had changed.”

Rosegarten consulted her gib. “So there you were, on the Rocks, the
General Quarters alarm went off, and you did what?”

Myell hung the wrench back in its proper slot over his bench. Some of
the other wrenches were in the wrong places. Every time he let Ishikawa
near his things she managed to rearrange them. “| tied her to the post. She



had a restraining bolt that wouldn’t have let her go off on her own, but |
wanted to make sure. After we were cleared to return to quarters | went
back to the Rocks and she was gone.”

“Doesn’t each dingo have a positioning transceiver that allows it to be
tracked by Core?”

“I've tried several times. She’s not showing up on any scopes. Ei-ther
the transceiver’s not working or Core’s misreading her signal.” Myell
adjusted the magnetic strips holding his screwdrivers in place. He realized
Rosegarten might interpret his action as nervous fidget-ing and stilled his
hands. “I've seen both situations before.”

“Have you lost dingoes before?”
Myell tried not to sound annoyed. “I didn’t lose this one.”

Abruptly she pocketed her gib. “I agree. | don’t see any blame in this
for you, Sergeant, except for not knowing the Repair Shop was closed. I'll
file your statement and my review. Who knows? Maybe the dingo will show
up on its own.”

She sounded optimistic, but Myell doubted he’d ever see Castalia
again. She was probably torn down to her frame by now and stripped of
anything that could be sold or swapped. After Rosegarten left, Myell began
work again on Isis, who needed a new transceiver. He took off her access
plate and was wrist-deep in her frame when Strayborn came by.

“Lieutenant wants the inventory done today,” Strayborn said.

Myell took back every nice thing he'd ever thought about Jodenny
Scott. “That’s crazy. The reconciliations are overdue, the dingoes are
nowhere near uploaded—"

Strayborn held up a forestalling hand. “Orders.”

Myell blew out a noisy breath and patted Isis. “If | finish fixing this one,
it'll go faster.”

“No time. | need you up in the command module with Ishikawa. You
recall the dingoes, Hosaka and | will handle the uploads. Send this one over
to the Repair Shop.”

He wouldn’t, but there was no use arguing about it. Instead Myell said,



“There’s no way we can finish the whole inventory today.”

Strayborn clapped him on the shoulder. “What Lieutenant wants,
Lieutenant gets.”
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valuations from Myell's earlier ships portrayed a serious, dedi-cated sailor
who'd enlisted on Baiame the day he turned eighteen. He had earned high
marks and two achievement awards on the Kashmir, where his chiefs and
division officers had noted his reliability and ini-tiative. Those same traits
were cited in his early promotion to ser-geant on the Okeechobee, where
he had been in charge of two issue rooms and later a loading dock. For his
first few months on the Aral Sea, under the supervision of Lieutenant
Commander Ellithorpe and Chief Mustav, things had gone well; it was only
after Greiger took over and Chief Chiba moved in that Myell's scores
dropped. Chiba’s first review stated, “Surly and uncooperative. Shows no
leadership potential and is a detriment to the division.”

Jodenny had seen good sailors turn bad for various reasons.
Some-times they got addicted to Sweet or some other drug, or fell in with
the wrong crowd, or let an unhappy romance influence their profes-sional
lives. Having met Chiba and witnessed firsthand the results of Greiger’s
management style, she was inclined to go with her gut in-stinct on Myell.

“RT Caldicot,” Jodenny said, pinging her. “Update the division ros-ter
by noon. Get those AT evals started. Set up a meeting with the chief and all
the sergeants for sometime tomorrow, here in my office. And schedule
yourself too so we can go over office procedures.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Caldicot didn’t sound enthused.

She put the service records aside and concentrated for the rest of the
morning on overdue COSAL reports. When lunchtime rolled around
Jodenny considered eating out of the vends but braved the mess deck
instead. Inside the entrance she hesitated, caught by bitter-sweet longing
for the company of the officers she had eaten with so many times. She
imagined the Yangtze galley now, twisted and dark and cold, bone
embedded in metal—



A Drive tech bumped into her arm, almost toppling her tray. “Sorry,
ma’am.”

Jem’s voice: "Where would you rather be, boot?”

Jodenny forced herself into line and picked out selections from the
salad bar. Decorations for the week centered around the celebra-tion of
Mother’s Day in several nations, and she ignored the callous-ness of the
organizers in thinking everyone had a mother to celebrate. She went to the
wardroom seating area and saw three clusters—one large group of Data
officers to port, some Drive officers straight ahead, and a rowdy table of
Flight officers to starboard. Closer at hand was a young ensign with a Data
patch munching on a kofte burger.

“May | sit down?” she asked.

His nametag said Cartik and he wore the pinched expression of
someone trying hard to look as if he didn’t mind eating by himself. “You
don’t want to eat here.”

“Is the food that bad?”

“Not here. | mean, here here. It being your second day and all, you
probably want to meet more people.”

“How do you know it's my second day?”

“You're all over the vids, Lieutenant.” Cartik started to rise. “If you'll
excuse me—"

“Sit down, mister. That's an order.”

Cartik blinked. “That’s illegal. You can’t order me to have lunch with

you.

“In that case, I'll give you a yuro to stay.”

He didn’t smile, but his shoulders relaxed a little. “Five.”

“Five,” she agreed. Cartik took his seat again. Five yuros would barely
buy a candy bar in the ship’s store. Jodenny added, “With ne-gotiating skills
like that you should be in the Supply Department.”

The smile dissolved into a frown. “Couldn’t be any worse.”



“What's wrong with Data?”

Cartik glanced at the Data Department officers sitting at the next
table. Jodenny changed the subject and asked him about life on the Aral
Sea. He'd been onboard a year but couldn’t recommend much for
recreation except the occasional Mystery parties from Drive. He didn’t play
Snipe or Izim, but on his pocket server he ran several soccer dis-cussion
groups. He seemed reasonably intelligent, able to carry on a decent
conversation, and she could discern no reason for his being an outcast
from the Data Department. But he was definitely an outcast.

“Hi!” Hultz slid into the chair next to Jodenny. With her were Quenger,
Zeni, and a man Jodenny didn’t recognize. “I called your of-fice but your
agent didn’t pick up.”

“Speaking of leaving...” Cartik rose again.
“Don’t go on our account,” Quenger said. “We don’t mind slum-ming.”

Quenger missed the look that remark earned him but Jodenny didn't.
After Cartik left, Hultz introduced Sub-lieutenant Cully Gun-ther.

“Glad to meet you!” Gunther reached for the rolls and nearly knocked
over his water glass. “What do you think of the ship? Did you ask for this
posting? Big mistake. I'd have asked for one of the new probes, | hear
they’re the ticket to adventure, not these milk runs—"

“Cully, shut up,” Hultz said kindly.

Quenger said, “How’s it going? They say Greiger left Underway
Stores in a real mess.”

“Not at all,” Jodenny said. “A few loose ends. Nothing we can’t take
care of.”

Hultz and Gunther launched into a story about something Greiger had
done at a party several months previously. Although Jodenny tried to stay
interested she felt Quenger staring at her. She wondered if he was plotting
revenge for taking the job he wanted. She was so focused on ignoring him
that she failed to notice Osherman coming up the ramp with his lunch tray.

“—and he denied everything, threatened everyone to never say a
word about it, and wouldn’t drink beer for the next month.” Hultz finished as



Osherman stopped beside their table with a lunch tray in hand.
“Miz Scott,” he said.

Jodenny was acutely aware of everyone’s eyes on her. “Mr.
Osher-man.”

Their gazes locked. Jodenny tried not to think about the vacation
they’d spent at a tropical resort on Kiwi, how it had been to wake up in his
arms in a sunlit bed. He had a swimmer’s body, long and lean and made for
distance. He’d given her snorkeling lessons in the ocean, their bodies
spooned together in the warm current, his knees nudging her legs open.

No, she wasn't going to think of any of that.

Osherman nodded abruptly, said, “Good day,” and moved on to sit at
another table.

Gunther asked, “That’s the new guy in Data, isn't it? Do you know
him? You look like you know him, that's why | ask—"

“We were on the same ship.” Although Jodenny wanted to flee, she
forced herself to stay for the next twenty minutes to spite Osher-man. Let
him think she was settling in fine, the belle of the ball. When Jodenny finally
returned to the Underway Stores office, Mrs. Mullaly was studying the
division roster.

“Why do they call them able technicians and regular technicians?”
Mrs. Mullaly asked. “It doesn’t sound glamorous.”

“In the old Australian navy, the ranks were called able seaman and
leading seaman. ‘Seaman’ was changed to ‘technician’ when we moved into
space, and ‘leading’ became ‘regular.” Now people start out as apprentice
mates, move up to able techs, go on to regular techs, and then get
promoted to sergeant, which was more of an army de-signation.”

“Is everything based on the old Australian military?”

“Not everything. The Australians got first dibs because they
dis-covered the Little Alcheringa near Mars.”

“Yes, but Americans reached the moon first,” Mrs. Mullaly said. “We
started it all.”



Jodenny was fairly sure the Russians had started it all, but she wasn't
about to start debating history. “If anyone needs me, send me a ping. I'll be
back in a bit.”

She went directly to Issue Room 4, which was closed even though
the hours of operation were clearly posted and eight techs were wait-ing in
line. Jodenny used her thumbprint to enter the compartment. She waded
past a stack of fallen bedsheets and jerked the gate open.

“What do you need?” she asked AT Abagli, the first tech in line.

He blinked a few times. “Medium coveralls, ma’am. But | can wait.”

The last person to use the deskgib had been playing Izim. Gritting her
teeth, Jodenny cleared the game and keyed in her request. RT Mauro
came down the passage just as she was searching through a messy shelf.

“Miz Scott!” he said. “You shouldn’t have to do this!”

“You're right, but no one else was here. Where did you put the
medium coveralls?”

“I'm all out. The issue log’s out-of-date.”

Jodenny went back to the counter. “AT Abagli, someone will de-liver
your coveralls to your cabin before dinner. Will that do?”

His eyes widened in surprise. “Er, yes, ma’am.”

Several minutes later, after the passage was clear of customers,
Mauro said, “Honestly, ma’am, | couldn’t help being late—I was up in
Disbursing.”

“You were up in Disbursing while people were in line for you?”

“I had to get my pay cleared up!”

“l see you were also playing Izim.”

Mauro winced. “l was only looking—"

“Games are for your rec time, not work time. Who else works here
with you?”



“Barivee, ma’am. He’s in the brig.”

“Then you’ll have to carry on by yourself, and do the best you can,”
Jodenny said.

She went to IR2 next, up in officer country, where Gallivan and Chang
were standing bright-eyed at the counter with no customers in sight.
Jodenny asked, “Slow day, gentlemen?”

“No, ma’am,” Gallivan replied. “We’re just very efficient.”

The two of them were much more organized than Mauro, al-though
they couldn’t produce a current F-89. They didn’t think that was a significant
deficit on their fault and neither did Jodenny. She asked them how long
they’d been onboard and learned that Chang had recently passed the
one-year mark. Gallivan was at the end of his contract, and would rotate off
the Aral Sea when they reached Warramala.

“I'm going into music.” Gallivan drummed his hands on the counter.
“My band plays on the Rocks every Friday.”

“How hard has someone tried to talk you into staying?”

“Very hard. Extremely hard. Can’t be done, ma’am.”

Jem probably could have done it. Jodenny made a note to try and
persuade him herself, congratulated both of them on doing good work, and
trammed over to T6. Strayborn and Hosaka sat clustered in the command
module. Three upsynching DNGOs hovered in the zero-g outside.

Strayborn popped out of his chair. “Ma’am!”

“How’s it going, Sergeant?”

“Absolutely fine,” Strayborn said.

She couldn't tell if he truly meant it or was merely exhibiting a can-do
mentality. Hosaka, with her platinum-colored hair and dark eyes, peered
intently at her datastream. Jodenny said, “I need a set of medium coveralls
delivered to AT Abagli in Ops berthing within the hour. And make it known
that playing games is not acceptable while on duty. I'm going to take away

the gib of the next person | catch.”

“Yes, ma’am.”



“Who else is working with you on this inventory?”

“Myell and Ishikawa are up in the observation module. Su and Lange
are down below.”

She had wanted to talk to Myell about AT Ford, but would rather they
get the inventory done. “Carry on,” Jodenny said. On the tram back to
Mainship she checked her imail. Twelve new messages had arrived,
including a friendly note from A. J. Francesco asking how her day was
going. Jodenny decided to swing by the Supply Flats and see if she could
drop in on Lieutenant Commander Wildstein. She ar-rived in time to see
Dicensu, who was hurrying down the passage while scribbling in a
notebook, plow into the perpetually unhappy Ensign Ysten. Both men
crashed to the deck.

Ysten shoved Dicensu off him. “Why the hell don’t you watch where
you’re going?”

“Sorry, sir!” Dicensu’s face screwed up as if he were about to cry.

Jodenny grabbed the AT’s arm and hauled him up. “It’s all right. No
one’s hurt.”

“Fucking baka,” Ysten spat out, climbing to his feet. “You're a
god-damned menace—"

Jodenny swung on him. “Mr. Ysten! That's enough.”
“He shouldn’t even be—"

“That’s enough!” Jodenny turned to the techs who had gathered to
watch the spectacle. “Everyone back to work.”

Ysten stalked off. Tear tracks marked Dicensu’s cheeks and blood
streamed from a cut on his lip. Jodenny picked up his notebook and
steered him into the nearest dual-gender head.

“Minor injury alert,” she called to the medbot perched high on the
bulkhead. The unit, no larger than her fisted hand, swooped down with a
series of beeps. “Check patient’s mouth.”

Dicensu giggled as the medbot scanned his lips, teeth, and gums.
Jodenny told him to hold still while the medbot sprayed a tiny amount of



sealant on a lip cut.
“No further medical attention necessary,” the medbot said.

Jodenny said, “AM Dicensu, why don’t you go back and ask RT
Caldicot for something to do.”

“Okay, Miz Scott.”

“Don’t forget your notebook.” As Jodenny started to hand it back, a
drawing of a DNGO caught her eye. “Did you do this?”

“Yes, ma’am. Do you want to see some more?”

Dicensu flipped through the pages for her, and Jodenny saw manga
sketches of Caldicot, Strayborn, Loading Dock G, the plant on Bartis’s
counter, and a small gray cat.

“These are very good,” Jodenny said. “Can you draw something for
me?”

“Sure, ma’am. What?”

Jodenny told him. Dicensu promised to do his best. Once he was
gone, she went down to the Admin office and saw Ysten sitting in a chair
outside Al-Banna’s hatch. The glower he was aiming at the bulkhead
switched focus to her. He said, “You had no right to repri-mand me in front
of those techs. Dicensu is a menace.”

“Dicensu is a member of this crew who deserves to be treated the
same as everyone else.”

“He’s more trouble than worth.”

“That’'s what they say about ensigns. If you're thinking about cry-ing on
the commander’s shoulders, remember that what happened reflects more
on you than on me or Dicensu.”

Ysten’s cheeks turned red. The hatch beside Jodenny opened.
Lieu-tenant Commander Wildstein, a stocky brunette with a Fortune
homeworld patch, gave both Jodenny and Ysten a stern look. “Don’t either
of you have work you could be doing?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Ysten scampered off.



Jodenny squared her shoulders. “Good afternoon, ma’am. We
haven't met yet—"

“I know who you are. RT Bartis will get you on my schedule.”
“Thank you, Commander.”
“l heard you couldn’t find your lifepod.”

Would it have killed the Wondjina to give her a supportive supe-rior
officer? Jodenny said, “I know where it is now, ma’am.”

Wildstein didn’t look impressed. “How reassuring. You're excused,
Lieutenant.”

As Jodenny walked through the Flats reconsidering her decision to
stay in Team Space, she saw Nitta talking with Master Chief DiSola and the
notorious Chief Chiba. DiSola was a lanky man with bushy eyebrows and an
easy smile. Chiba was tall and wide, not quite bald, and looked strong
enough to bench-press a birdie.

“Miz Scott.” DiSola had a deep voice and a strong handshake.
“Welcome aboard.”

“Best ship in the fleet,” Chiba said, squeezing Jodenny’s hand a
moment later. She had no doubt he wanted her to feel how strong he was.
So this was the man who’'d made Myell’'s life miserable. Part of the ship’s
yakuza, or so Zeni had said.

“You work for Lieutenant Quenger, don’t you?” Jodenny asked.

“Lieutenant Commander Zarkesh is the DIVO. Lieutenant Quenger
and | work side by side.” Point made, Chiba gave Nitta a smirk. “Too bad
you're stuck with the lot you've got. Underway Stores was a much different

division when | ran it.”

Jodenny bit back a retort and asked, “How’s the inventory going,
Chief Nitta?”

“Looks good,” Nitta said. “l was just at T6.”

“So was I. Too bad | missed you.”



Nitta took a judicious sip from his coffee cup. DiSola said, “I'd love to
sit down and chat with you, Miz Scott. Is now a good time?”

Jodenny had known that was coming. “Now’s great, Master Chief.”

DiSola’s warm, cozy office had been grammed to look like a
wood-paneled cabin of an old sailing ship. Nautical charts and
repro-ductions of brass antiques hung on the bulkheads. He said, “I've
been on this ship for three years. Since coming aboard I've seen two
SUPPOs come and go, as well as twenty officers and three hundred
en-listed. Our turnover rate is thirty percent. Helluva way to maintain a status
quo.”

“I don't think there’s such a thing as a status quo.”

“But it would be nice to have a little stability once in a while, don’t you
think?”

““Anyone can hold the helm when the sea is calm,’” Chief,” she said.

DiSola laughed. “I prefer Epicurus over Syrus: ‘Skillful pilots gain
their reputation from storms and tempests.’ May | offer some advice?
There’s lots of personalities in this department. Lots of inflated egos. It's
real easy to annoy the wrong people. You might want to get a feel for how
things work around here before you start making big changes.”

“That’s good advice. When you have the benefit of calm weather.”

“You're going to liven this department right up, aren’t you, Miz Scott?”

“It's not my goal, but | don’t think | can avoid it.”

DiSola lifted his coffee cup. “To be honest, neither do I.”
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CHAPTER
SEVEN

M

yell had known Lieutenant Scott was in T6 because Hosaka had left the
comm open. He and Ishikawa heard her order Strayborn to deliver a set of
coveralls to some apprentice mate and mar-veled at how enthusiastically
Strayborn snapped, “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

Ishikawa asked, “Are we doing home deliveries now?”

“Lieutenant’s a big believer in customer service,” Myell replied. And
Strayborn was a big believer in sucking-up. Granted, Team Space wasn't
usually kind to Maori and Strayborn was notoriously ambi-tious. Myell
suspected much more ass kissing to come.

“This is boring.” Ishikawa plopped into a chair and spun around lazily.
Outside the observation module’s windows, a DNGO was busy uploading
its data. “How much longer is it going to take?”

“All day and maybe half the night.” The Class IV and Vs could
up-synch from wherever they were in the slots. The other classes had to be
retrieved and plugged into Core so that their data could be down-loaded to
the master database. Once the comparison was run, all dis-crepancies had
to be corrected or justified. If the job had been done daily, per regulations,
the task would have only taken a few hours.

“l can’t stay half the night.” Ishikawa slumped dramatically. “I have a
date.”

Myell wondered if it was kasai. He realized that he and Ishikawa were
alone in the module without anyone else to observe them and remembered
Timrin’s lecture on proof. Ish was an okay kid but like Ford she could make
any accusation she wanted and people would lis-ten. With a slight flick of
his left hand he turned on the recording log.

“The dingoes can’t go faster,” he said. “The reconciliations are to
make sure no one’s stealing anything. Everything that comes in or goes out
has to be accounted for.”



Through the comm they heard Lieutenant Scott warn Strayborn about
people playing Snipe or Izim. Ishikawa asked, “Can she really take away
someone’s gib?”

“Sure she can,” Myell said, although it would be a drastic step to take.

Lieutenant Scott departed. Strayborn sent Hosaka off to deliver the
coveralls while he and Myell resumed pulling DNGOs from the slots.

“Sarge, you know my roommate, right? Shevi Dyatt?” Ishikawa asked.

“Sure,” he said. Dyatt worked for VanAmsal over on Loading Dock G.
She’d transferred from Ops back on Fortune, already three months
pregnant.

“She’s having a problem with Joe Olsson.”

“What kind of problem?” he asked, against his better judgment.
Olsson had been in Underway Stores until he transferred with Chiba to
Maintenance. He wasn't as bad as Spallone, but he could cause trouble

when he wanted to.

“I think she wants to break up with him, but he won't take no for an
answer.”

“She should report it to Sergeant VanAmsal. Or to Security.”

Ishikawa pushed her black bangs away from her eyes. “She doesn’t
want to make it official. Could you talk to him or something? Guy to guy?”

“YanAmsal's her boss.”

“You could tell him—"

“No. I'm not getting involved.”

Ishikawa sulked for the rest of the afternoon. Myell concentrated on
retrieving the DNGOs and gathering their data. By seventeen hundred
hours they had most of the job done, but a Class Il named Circe failed to

respond when summoned.

“Myell, go in and get her,” Strayborn said over the comm.



“How about you, Ish?” Myell asked. “Want to have a go?”
“No, sir.”

Myell said, “That’s ‘No, Sergeant.” Watch your attitude.”
“You hear me up there?” Strayborn asked.

“We hear you.” Already he could tell that Lieutenant Scott’s atten-tion
was going to Strayborn’s head. “Give me five minutes.”

Myell started pulling equipment from the gear locker. He kicked off his
boots and zipped himself into the EV suit. Ishikawa, apparently done with
her sulking, helped him check the oxygen supply, heating unit, and
maneuvering thrusters. The bubble dome gave him a wide range of vision
but made him feel as if his head were in a fishbowl.

Ishikawa said, “I hate zero-g. Doesn't it scare you?”

“No,” he said, but he wasn’'t mad keen on it, either. As he waited for
the airlock to decompress, he decided the worst part was always looking
down from the ledge at a thousand meters of horrifying emptiness and
forcing himself to step away, in defiance of all logic and self-preservation,
from the haven of safety.

Ishikawa said, “Radio check. Can you hear me?”

“No problems.” Myell’s voice sounded unnaturally loud in his own
ears.

“The tower’s all locked down,” Hosaka said. “Not a creature stir-ring,
not even a mouse.”

Myell demagnetized his boots, squeezed his eyes shut, and pushed
off. One pulse-pounding second passed, then another, and when he was
sure he wasn’t going to plummet to his death he opened his eyes again. He
used his thrusters to maneuver toward level forty-six. Over the commset
Ishikawa asked, “Why do all the dingoes have strange names?”

“That was Chief Mustav’s idea,” Myell said. “He named them after
ancient Earth goddesses.”

Ishikawa said, “Oh.” A moment later she asked, “Can we send out for
dinner? I’'m dying of starvation.”



Lange, down at the bottom of the shaft, chipped in with a sour
comment. “I bet the lieutenant’s enjoying her dinner.”

His friend Su added, “How come officers never do any of the hard
work?”

“Shut up,” Strayborn said. “This is our job, not hers.” Myell reached
the level he wanted and peered inside the slots cau-tiously. DNGOs could
sense each other but weren't as good with soft human flesh. One could
easily crash into him or crush him against a bulkhead.

“You're sure everything’s locked down?” he asked.
From the command module Hosaka said, “Absolutely.”

Myell pulled himself inside. He coasted along on momentum for a few
seconds and then used the thrusters to propel himself past the bins. The
headlights on his helmet provided illumination in the cold dark-ness. Among
other things, level forty-six housed weapons and ammu-nition in case the
Security Department was ever needed to augment local Team Space
forces in times of civil unrest, like they had during the Separatist uprisings
on Warramala. He could feel the weight of vio-lence and death surrounding
him, the never-ending prospect of war.

“We’'re tracking you at 46-340-Bravo,” Hosaka said. “Is that right?”
Myell read the address on the nearest bin. “Perfect.”

Something flickered at the edge of his vision, but when he swung
around he saw only crates lashed into place behind the metal grat-ings.
Newsvids of the Yangtze disaster rose in his mind. No one knew why their
T6 had exploded. One moment it was all whole and intact, the next a horrific
outrushing of shrapnel and burning cargo.

“Haven't you found anything yet?” Strayborn asked.
“l don’t see it,” Myell said. “Are you sure-no, wait.”

Another flicker of motion, gone almost before he could register it.
Goose bumps ran across the back of his neck. Maybe someone was
playing tricks on him. Maybe this was an elaborate setup for some new
prank by Chiba. Or maybe someone—something?—was in the slot with
him, crouched behind the crates. Something cold and alien, sinuous and



malevolent. The fact that no alien life had ever been dis-covered in the
Seven Sisters did nothing to calm him.

“Terry?” Hosaka asked.

“It's okay.” Myell hoped they didn’'t hear the crack in his voice. “I
thought | saw—"

Something large darted by at the corner of his eye. “Christ!” he said.
“Something’s moving down here!”

“Stay exactly where you are,” Strayborn ordered.
“Don’t move,” Hosaka echoed.

Myell ignored them both. He swung his flashlight down the slots and
maneuvered closer to the bins. Strayborn and Hosaka were chat-tering on,
reading off lists of DNGO whereabouts, double-checking that no strays had
slipped through Core’s lockdown. With each elim-inated possibility he
heard doubt edging into their voices and knew, with a sinking feeling, that
this would be another bit of gossip held against him—nut job Myell,
imagining monsters in the slots and un-der his bed.

“There’s nothing on the scopes,” Strayborn finally said, which was a
polite way of questioning his sanity.

“Maybe it's Circe,” Hosaka said. “You should get out of there until we
make sure.”

“No,” Myell said. He had calmed down a little, and was beginning to
doubt whether he’d really seen anything at all. “I'll get her.”

He moved deeper into the slots gingerly, hyperaware of every
shadow. Ten minutes later his beam caught the silver-gray of Circe’s hull.
The DNGO hung adrift with her lights out. She didn’t look dam-aged, but
nothing happened when Myell tried to reset her manually.

“She’s not responding.”
“Batteries must be dead,” Strayborn said.
“I doubt it,” he replied. The rechargeable ion cells had a shelf life of

several hundred hours, and the DNGOs were programmed to charge
themselves during off-hours. More likely Circe had burned out a thruster or



lost her navigation sensors, but neither problem should have made her shut
down so entirely.

Strayborn said, “Doesn’t matter. Haul her out of there.”

Myell fitted the DNGO with a restraining bolt in case she decided to
wake up and finish the last task remaining in her cache. Like an oversized
silver balloon, she drifted as he pulled her out of the slots. Focusing on the
DNGO'’s motion took his mind off the creepy feeling of being stalked, but
he was still appallingly glad when they exited the maze into the free space
of the shaft. Hosaka sent down another DNGO to tow Circe to the
command module, and Myell made his own way back up to level fifty.

By the time he’d processed himself through the airlock, Hosaka had
plugged Circe into the ship’s power supply and had ordered a re-boot.
Hosaka said, “I hope the data’s still intact.”

Ishikawa helped Myell out of his suit. “Then can we go eat?”

No one said anything about his meltdown in the slots. Myell rubbed
his arms until they’d warmed up and hoped the subject never came up
again. He had seen something, hadn’t he? He sat down and saw that
Ishikawa had been fiddling with the control panel while he was gone.

“What were you doing?” he asked.

Ishikawa’s nose crinkled in confusion. “You mean with the synch log?
Trying to figure out more about how it all works. Sounds important.

She was more likely to be cruising the ship’s message boards than
actually taking the initiative on anything, but Myell's suspicions were
distracted by the flashing tally from Circe’s newly synched memory. “Crap,”
Hosaka said from the command module. “We’re never get-ting out of here.”

The comparison between transactions recorded by Core and
trans-actions recorded by Circe scored only a seventy-eight percent match.
Date of request, requisition number, quantity ordered, quantity re-trieved,
guantity delivered—a deviation in any of a dozen categories was enough to
kick the record onto the discrepancy list. It was the worst number from any
of the DNGOs, and would drag down the monthly score to an unacceptable
level.

“We’re going to have to justify each record manually.” Strayborn didn’t
sound happy. “Myell, Ish, you take the first hundred and fifty. Lange, Su,



you take the second batch.”
Myell heard heartfelt groans over the comm.

“How about we take a dinner break first, Sarge?” Su asked. “We’'re
starving down here.”

“Just a half hour,” Lange added.

While they tried to persuade Strayborn to let them go, Myell skimmed
over the data. “Jen,” he said, “sort the discrepancies by date.”

“Why?” Hosaka asked. “Oh. | see it. Most of the mismatches are in
the last twenty-four hours. If her batteries were going, it might have affected
her data collection.”

Myell said, “We don’t know it's the batteries. I'll have to test it.”

“If it wasn't the battery, we’ll be sitting here all night trying to fig-ure out
why Core says the galley got a thousand spoons while Circe says it only got
ten,” Strayborn said. “It'll take us until at least mid-night, and that’s not
counting all the other records we have to justify before we can think of
getting out of here and preparing for tomor-row’s uniform inspection.”

Hosaka said, “It's the battery.”
Lange and Su agreed.
“Myell?” Strayborn asked

Myell squeezed the bridge of his nose. “We can’t write off three
hundred transactions without justification.”

“We’ve got justification,” Strayborn said. “They’re all glitches. I'll write
up a paragraph or two and make sure the chief and Lieutenant Scott are
okay with it.”

Ishikawa’s hopeful gaze did Myell in. He already felt like a fool for
imagining something in the slots. He wouldn’t be the jerk who kept everyone
at work all night long.

‘All right,” Myell said. No use fighting about it. “It's probably the
battery.”



* k% % %

O

n her way to dinner Jodenny passed Quenger boarding a lift.

“You shouldn’t waste too much time in our wardroom,” he said. “The
real action’s elsewhere.”

She replied, “I'm not interested in real action. I've seen enough of it.”

“That’s obvious.” Quenger nodded toward her MacBride Cross.
“Flaunting it, are you? You weren’t wearing that when you first came
aboard.”

The lift doors closed before she could tell him to go screw himself.
Jodenny fumed all the way to the wardroom, where Ysten and Weaver were
mixing drinks and Francesco was watching the ship’s evening news.

“You look ready to rip someone in pieces,” Weaver said.

‘I am.” Jodenny considered pouring herself a strong drink but went to
the table instead. “AT Ashmont, what time is it?”

“Ma’am? It's top of the hour.”

“Start serving,” Jodenny ordered.

“We usually wait,” Weaver said.

“I'm the senior officer here,” Jodenny said, “and I'd like to eat.”

Francesco might have been senior to her, depending on his
com-missioning date, but he only scratched his ear and took a seat without
comment. Ysten and Weaver both sat down with cautious expres-sions.
Zeni and Hultz wandered in ten minutes later and look startled to see the

first course under way. “What happened?” Zeni asked.

“It's a new tradition,” Jodenny said. “Dinner starts promptly at
eighteen hundred.”

Ysten didn’t come to dinner at all, which prompted Hultz’s bit of
gossip. “I hear Dicensu knocked him unconscious on the Flats.”



“They bumped each other in the passage,” Jodenny said. “Nothing
more.”

Weaver reached for her beer. “He’s in big trouble with Vu, anyway.
Keeps bad-mouthing the food on the mess decks. Not too smart when your
own boss is in charge of it, right?”

Jodenny couldn’t have said what dinner that night tasted like. The
minor victory of eating on time was far outweighed by Quenger’s cutting
remarks. A heavy depression swung over her, a pitch-black shadow that
encompassed the terrible condition of Underway Stores, the encounter with
Osherman at lunch, and her problems with Nitta and Ysten.

“Is anything wrong?” Francesco asked when she went to check her
gueue after dinner.

“No,” Jodenny said. “I'm waiting for a report.”
“No talk of paperwork so soon after eating. Come play Seven Up.”

Jodenny partnered with Hultz. Zeni cut for the deal and Francesco
showed the highest card. He dealt out six cards to each of them and turned
up the next for trump. Hultz begged, Francesco dealt out more, and
Jodenny wondered if Nitta had at least had dinner deliv-ered to the crew
working over in T6.

“You weren't even trying,” Hultz said when they lost the hand.

“I'm sorry.” Jodenny stood. “Excuse me. There’s something | need to
go do.”

She couldn’t pretend to be in the tower for some casual reason. She
would have to betray herself as someone who didn’t trust her own people.
Even as the tram crossed across the gulf from Mainship, she told herself to
turn back. But she ignored her own advice and crossed the access ring to
T6’s control module.

The lights were down, the displays dim. Perplexed, her pulse
be-ginning to pound against her temple, Jodenny went to the Underway
Stores office and saw Nitta at his desk.

“I'm routing the inventory to you right this minute. Ninety-two percent.”
Nitta leaned back in his chair to beam at her. “We did a damn fine job.”



Jodenny didn’t return his smile. “I look forward to reading it. Don’t
forget that uniform inspection in the morning.”

“Come on, Miz Scott. Don’t you think we could forego that? Everyone
worked late.”

Jodenny glanced pointedly at the clock. “Not that late.”

“I think it'll go over well if you postpone it.”

“No.”

He chuckled. “Then | better go hem my trousers.”

Jodenny watched him go. In the fourteen or so hours that she’d
known him, she hadn’t thought he was capable of a good mood. She went
to her desk and activated Holland.

“Take a look at the monthly inventory sitting in my queue,” Jodenny
said. “Run all the standard fraud and irregularity checks. Double-check the
ID numbers, purchase orders, accounts receivable, issued goods, and

dingo retrieval rates.”

After a moment Holland said, “I've detected no anomalies,
Lieu-tenant.”

Ninety-two percent. Not bad. She could think of one or two of her
supply school classmates who would be happy to score that high.

Maybe her job wasn’t going to be as difficult as she had feared.

* k% % %



CHAPTER
EIGHT

M

yell woke earlier than usual from nightmares. First he’d been in the slots,
lost in the dark maze while something sin-ister and cold ruthlessly tracked
him down. Then he’'d been back on Baiame, running from his older
brother’'s wrath across an immense field of rotting crops. Black vines
reached for his ankles and tried to drag him down to the dirt. “Come take
your beating!” Daris yelled, his voice booming across the steel-gray sky.
Legs numb, chest labor-ing, Myell fell to his knees. Just before Daris’s
unseen fist rammed into the small of his back (he couldn’t see it but he
knew it was com-ing, with the odd prescience of dreams) a voice
commanded, “Stop!” The same naked Aboriginal he’d seen on the tram
appeared on a nearby hill. The circles and swirls on his body were silver in
the odd light, and his spear pulsed with unnatural power. He was a shaman,
Myell realized. A medicine man fallen out of Aboriginal history.

“Begone!” The shaman stabbed his spear at a point over Myell’'s
shoulder. The spear turned into a multicolored snake that arched through
the air with a hiss like falling rain. “You are not welcome in this world!”

Lightning; thunder; the heavy smell of ozone. Myell blinked his eyes
and found himself curled up in his rack. Koo stared at him from the perch of
a rock he’d placed in her terrarium. He could feel his heart thudding in his
chest like a thing gone wild.

“Shit,” he said, and Koo skittered off her rock to burrow under some
grass.

Timrin was away on watch. After a few minutes Myell snapped on the
light and got dressed. He went up to the E-Deck gym and did a half hour on
a treadmill, but not even a brisk run could drive away lingering feelings of
doom. The terror he'd felt in the slots was just the result of an overactive
imagination. Daris was a demon he’d long put to rest, or so he’'d hoped.
And what was his subconscious doing, mucking around with that weird
shaman? Myell had no Aboriginal ancestors that he knew of, and certainly
didn’t need any defending him in his dreams.



He returned to Supply berthing downladder into the lounge, which was
littered with leftovers and empty beer cans. Erickson was asleep on one of
the sofas, no doubt kicked out of his cabin so Chang could have a girlfriend
over. Joe Olsson was waiting for the lift. It would have been easier to pass
him by, and smarter, too, but Myell stopped anyway.

“Olsson,” he said.

“What do you want?”

“You still seeing Shevi Dyatt?”

“What's it to you?”

“Wanted to make sure she’s not unhappy about it.”
Olsson stabbed the lift button. “Fuck off, Myell.”

“No need to get hostile,” he said, and wished he had a way of
recording the conversation in case Olsson got physical.

Olsson’s lips thinned. “She say something to you?”
“No. And I’'m not getting involved. Just be careful.”

“Yeah, like you were with Wendy Ford.” The lift doors opened and
Olsson stepped inside. “Find that dingo you lost on the Rocks? No, and
you’re not going to. Keep asking questions, and you’ll lose a lot more.”

As Myell watched the doors close he imagined the stupefied
expres-sion on his own face. He had toyed with the idea that Chiba’s dogs
had taken Castalia, but why would they? Just to mess with him?
Dumb-founded, he returned to his cabin, showered, and donned his
neatest uniform. He still had an hour before Lieutenant Scott’s inspection
be-gan and was heading for the mess decks when Security pinged him.

“Report to Lieutenant Commander Senga’s office,” he was told.

He went, his throat tight. The Security offices were open
twenty-four/seven, but the day shift had yet to come on duty. A regular tech
di-rected him past empty desks to Senga’s office, which was grammed in
black tile and smelled like burned coffee. Sergeant Rosegarten was
standing with Senga, an unhappy expression on her face. Senga, who'd
been Wendy Ford’s staunchest supporter, gave Myell a cold look.



“Sit down, Sergeant,” Senga said. “Tell me what you really did with
that dingo you reported missing.”

Myell sat. As evenly as possible he said, “I left it on the Rocks and it
disappeared, sir.”

“On its own,” Senga said, and there was no missing the sarcasm. “It
just flew away.”

Rosegarten’s frown deepened.
“No, sir,” Myell said. “It was fitted with a restraining bolt.”

Senga hammered away at his story. Why did he take the DNGO to the
Rocks if the Repair Shop was closed? Why didn’t he leave it there when
the alarms sounded? How hard had he tried to retrieve it? The insinuation
that he’d stolen it was clear, but Myell refused to be baited. He tried not to
look at the clock, but the minutes ticked away toward division quarters.

“You know what | think?” Senga said. “I think you’ll say anything to
cover your ass.”

He wasn’t about to repeat what Olsson had said in the lounge, and he
certainly wasn’t going to show them the bruises that Chiba had left from the
manhandling. Senga would probably blame him for fighting and get him
thrown into the brig again.

“l don’t have any reason to lie to you, sir. But | do have to be at
di-vision quarters in ten minutes.”

Senga smiled for the first time. “Well, Lieutenant Scott will
under-stand. She’s the one who called me, after all. She wanted to know
why you weren’t charged for raping AT Ford. She’s worried more
equipment might go missing.”

Myell had expected Jodenny Scott to hear about the mess, but had
held on to some faint hope that she might give him a chance to have his
say. “If you suspect me of something, | demand written notifica-tion of my
legal rights and want a lawyer present.”

“You demand?” Senga leaned forward, fists curled.

“Sir,” Rosegarten said, “may | speak with you outside?”



“How about you go outside and Sergeant Myell and | talk about his
demands’?”

“Sir,” she insisted, an edge in her voice that even Myell couldn’t miss.
Senga and Rosegarten left. Myell watched the clock. Oh-six-forty-five came
and went. He couldn’t do anything about it, not un-less he bolted from the
room without permission. Finally Rosegarten returned alone.

“l apologize for the lieutenant commander,” she said, her expres-sion
stoic. “You're free to go.”

Myell left. The trams were running slow, and it was several min-utes
before he was crossing the access ring to T6. He hesitated at the
command module, wondering if it was better to miss quarters alto-gether
than show up late, but duty compelled him to ride the lift down. The division
was still assembled in ranks and Lieutenant Scott was inspecting Ishikawa
with Chief Nitta beside her. Nitta smirked at Myell's tardiness. Jodenny gave
him the briefest glance and said, “Into line, Sergeant.”

He did as told and fixed his gaze on the back of Chang’s head. The
hold was very quiet, with only an occasional shuffle of feet and Lieu-tenant
Scott’s low murmurs of approval or disapproval. “You need a better
haircut,” she told Lange. “Nice boots, AM Dicensu,” she said a moment
later. When she reached Myell she gave him a thorough scrutiny from top to
bottom. He didn’t dare break attention to meet her eyes, but knew they were
full of disappointment. “Satisfactory,” she told Nitta, and with a soft beep
the judgment was entered into Nitta’s gib. “Two demerits for being late.”
Then, louder, she said, “Underway Stores, dismissed.”

The assembly broke up quickly. Jodenny and Nitta left without a word,
but Myell didn’t imagine he’d escape so easily and he didn’t. “Where the
hell were you?” Strayborn asked.

The tone of it grated on him. “I got delayed,” Myell said, and headed
for his workbench.

Strayborn followed. “What kind of delay?”
“Don’t worry about it. I can handle—" Myell broke off when he saw the
empty places where he had left Circe and Isis. “Jesus. They did take

more.”

“What, the dingoes? | had Ish bring them to Repair Services.”



Myell's temper rose. “I told you I could fix them!”

Strayborn put a hand out as if he were a pedestrian crossing guard.
“Stop right there. | don’t know what's gotten into you, but calm the hell
down.”

“l could have fixed them,” was all Myell trusted himself to say. Isis he
didn’t mind so much, though it would have taken only a few more minutes to
get her working. But Circe was over on a stranger’s bench, probably in
pieces, at the mercy of Chiba’s men and with the mystery of those
erroneous records wired into her data core.

“What's the drama?” Strayborn said. “The inventory’s done and the
dingoes will be back in a few days. If you tell me why you were late, maybe
| can get the lieutenant to drop your demerits.”

“Forget it,” Myell said. “Just let me work, all right?”
“But, Terry—"

“Go away, Gordon,” Myell said, and Strayborn did.

* k% %

J

odenny went straight from the morning inspection to a division of-ficer
meeting on the Supply Flats. Fifteen minutes early, she sat in the drab
conference room and rehearsed good things to say about Underway
Stores. The inspection had at least gone well, except for Myell's tardiness.
She would confront him later about that. No ser-geant of hers was going to
stroll in late without a damn good reason.

“Didn’t they tell you?” Lieutenant Commander Vu from Food
Ser-vices entered the room. She looked like an Asian elf—petite, slim, with
cropped hair and delicate features. “The most junior DIVO al-ways brings
breakfast. Commander Matsuda was big into muffins, but Commander
Al-Banna’s a doughnut man through and through. He’ll be furious if there
aren’t any.”

Jodenny replied, “Well, it wouldn’t be the first time I've pissed him
off.”



Vu laughed and extended her hand. “I'm Margaret. Congratula-tions
on your new position. Or condolences. Depends on how you look at it.”

A male lieutenant commander with jet-black hair entered. “What,
nothing to eat?”

Vu said, “Jodenny, this is Sam Zarkesh. Complain to him when your
decks aren'’t clean.”

“Decks on this ship are always clean,” Zarkesh replied loftily.

Wildstein arrived next. “The SUPPQO'’s in a foul mood. Let's make this
short and sweet.”

“Short and sweet, aye,” Vu said.

Al-Banna walked in, his uniform impeccable and shoes spotless. He
growled, “What, no doughnuts?”

“My fault, sir,” Jodenny offered.

“Damn right.” Al-Banna sat down, leaned backward, and drummed his
fingers on the table. “Where’s Tony? Can’t anyone get to a god-damned
meeting around here on time?”

“We’'re here, sir,” Wildstein said, turning her attention to her gib.

“Thanks, Grace.” Al-Banna didn’'t sound appreciative. “Zee, you first.”

Zarkesh leaned back in his chair. “The Flight wardroom’s
com-plaining that their air-conditioning keeps going on and off. I've sent
mechbots through their vents and checked the programming, but | think

they’re mitzi. We’ll keep working on it. I've got sixteen dingoes in the shop,
most of them fixable. One went missing from Underway Stores during the

GQ.H
Jodenny sat up straighten “Yes, sir. A Class Ill.”
“How did you lose it?” Al-Banna asked.

“One of the sergeants was on his way to the Repair Shop when the
alarm went off, sir. He couldn’t take it with him so he left it on the Rocks.”



“Which sergeant?”
“Myell.”

Jodenny didn’t miss the frown that passed over Vu's face, or the way
Wildstein glanced up, ever so briefly, from her gib. Immediately she said, “I
don’t believe he’s responsible, sir.”

Al-Banna’s expression didn’t change. “Security will figure it out.
Anything else, Zee?”

“No, sir,” Zarkesh said.
“Anything from Underway Stores?” Al-Banna asked.
“The monthly inventory came in at ninety-two percent, sir.”

Wildstein didn’t look impressed. “Maybe you could spend some time
on the backlog. I've got requisitions that are over a month old sitting in your
division.”

“Yes, ma’am. I'll get that backlog down.” Jodenny turned to Zarkesh.
“And | can tell you exactly what's wrong with the a/c in the Flight wardroom.”

Zarkesh’s eyebrows quirked upward. “Can you, now?”

“There’s an auxiliary data storage closet above it that only gets used if
Core takes a cold drive offline and needs someplace for tem-porary
backup. When the closet gets turned on, the a/c in the ward-room gets
diverted.”

In an admiring voice, Vu said, “Clever, isn't she? | say we keep her.”

The hatch opened. Lieutenant Commander Rokutan, the division
officer for Flight Support, came in with three gibs in hand. Tall and freckled,
with brown hair and a handsome face, he was strangely fa-miliar to
Jodenny. After a moment, she remembered seeing his pic-tures hanging in
the sports gallery back at the academy. He was a College Cup Champion
soccer player, twice over.

“Sorry I'm late.” As Rokutan sat down, one of his gibs fell to the deck.
He nearly slammed his head on the table as he bent to pick it up. Jodenny
fetched it for him and passed it over. He smiled crookedly, and she felt
herself warm a little.



Al-Banna ignored Rokutan. “Margaret, what's going on in your
department?”

Vu reported on the state of the galley, upcoming special meals, the
service division’s profit for the month, and a rash of petty thefts from the
ship’s laundry. When his turn came, Rokutan said that the Flight Department
was still doing training operations. Wildstein reminded everyone that AT
evals were due on Friday.

Al-Banna grimaced. “Let’s not be too generous about how great they
are. Who got stuck with Greiger’s job on the Cultural Diversity Committee?”

“l did, sir,” Jodenny said.

“Be sure you attend all the meetings. Smile and make sure you say
the right things.”

She couldn’t help herself. “Don’t you approve of the cultural diver-sity,
Sir?”

He gave her a dour look. “I think we have too much cultural diver-sity,
Lieutenant. What Team Space needs is more unity and less cele-bration of
every single difference between us.”

“A nice enemy to fight would be helpful, too,” Zarkesh added. “A
hundred years in space and still not a single alien to shoot at.”

Al-Banna harrumphed. “What about the Hail and Farewell?”

Vu said, “I'm helping getting it organized. Jodenny and six others are
getting hailed, and five are getting farewelled. The captain wants it on the
Flight Deck.”

“How special.” Wildstein gave Jodenny a pointed glance.

Rokutan spoke up. “I've got a question. What are we doing about
getting people qualified? All of my assistants are pulling watches, but |

never see Hultz, Sanchez, or Ysten on the schedule.”

“We need a training officer,” Vu said. “Every department’s sup-posed
to have someone who reports to Commander Calinder.”

Silence for a moment. Jodenny kept her head down. She’d risked



enough with the cultural diversity question. The last thing she needed was
to be put in charge of shepherding whiny ensigns through their
qualifications.

“I'll do it,” Wildstein said, with a martyr’s sigh.

“No, Lieutenant Scott will do it,” Al-Banna said. “Meeting’s over. Go
get some work done.”

Jodenny considered a protest—Training Officer would be her eighth
or ninth collateral duty—but Al-Banna was already leaving with Wildstein on
his heels. The rest of them stood and gathered their gibs. Zarkesh asked,
“Where did you come up with that bit about the data closet?”

“I worked in Maintenance for a year,” she replied. “It took us weeks to
figure out the wardroom problem.”

“If that’s it, I'll buy you dinner.”

Vu squeezed Jodenny’s arm. “Not before | take her to lunch. Women
in this department have to stick together.”

Rokutan introduced himself with a warm, firm handshake.
“Congratulations. | did Underway Stores on my last ship. Come over to
Flight sometime, and I'll show you around.”

Jodenny felt suddenly shy. “I will.”

Back in Underway Stores, Nitta and Caldicot were slogging through
the AT evals. Jodenny scanned their preliminary list and asked, “Where’s
Ishikawa’s?”

“She’s only been onboard for three months,” Caldicot said.
“We still have to grade her,” Jodenny said.

“No, ma’am,” Nitta said. “There was an all-fleet message that
changed the eval requirements. You must have missed it.”

Jodenny shut her mouth. The Yangtze tragedy hadn’'t stopped the
flow of rules, regulations, and assorted electronic paperwork in Team
Space—it had merely caused it to hiccup for a few minutes. “Send me a
copy of the message for my records,” she said. “Good work on get-ting
these evals done. Mrs. Mullaly?”



“Yes, Lieutenant?” The American aide appeared at the hatch wear-ing
a bright blue sweater. Her wardrobe, Jodenny had decided, con-sisted
entirely of slacks and blue sweaters.

“| picked up another collateral duty. Can you set up a folder for
Training Officer and pull the watch qualifications on all the officers and
chiefs in the Supply Department?”

Mrs. Mullaly looked blank for a moment. “You mean like Fire Watch,
Security Watch, those things?”

“Yes, but those are junior watches,” Jodenny said. “Chiefs and
offi-cers pull different ones—Assistant Officer of the Watch, Officer of the
Watch, Assistant Command Duty Officer, or Command Duty Of-ficer. We
usually stand them on the bridge, but sometimes in Drive or Flight.”

“I don’t understand why everyone has so many extra duties,” Mrs.
Mullaly said.

Nitta said, “Too much work and not enough people.”

Fifteen minutes later VanAmsal and Strayborn showed up for the
meeting Jodenny had told Caldicot to arrange. VanAmsal reminded
Jodenny of Dyanne in some ways—same height, same neatly coiled
braids—»but unlike Dyanne, humorless and stern.

“Is this going to take long, Lieutenant?” VanAmsal jerked her head to
the window that overlooked LD-G. “| hate to leave them on their own for too
long.”

“It takes as long as it takes,” Jodenny said.

Nitta asked, “Should we meet in your office or mine?”

“Mine, just as soon as Sergeant Myell arrives.”

Nitta blinked. “Why Myell?”

“He’s a sergeant in this division, isn’t he?” Jodenny turned to Caldicot.
“Didn’t you notify him?”

Caldicot shot Nitta a quick glance. “I didn’t know you meant Myell,

too.



“He’s not in charge of anything,” VanAmsal said.
Strayborn said, “I'll ping him, Lieutenant.”

Ten minutes later Myell showed up, obviously bewildered at being
included. When the five of them sat in Jodenny’s office, Strayborn sat
beside Myell but VanAmsal turned so that she couldn’t see him. Nitta didn’t
look at any of them as Jodenny ran through the list of concerns she’d
prepared: the late COSALS, the requisition backlog, the outdated MSSL,
RIP drops, poor FIFO methods, inaccurate Q-Cost logs.

“l realize the division is undermanned,” she said. “After the Alcheringa
drop, we're going to have to look at some organizational changes. Maybe |
can get us more people, or we can move shift posi-tions around.”

Strayborn leaned forward. “It's not how many people we have, it's how
good they are. Some aren’t pulling their weight. Kevwitch is in the brig more
often than he’s out of it. Lund spends all of his time in Sick Berth. Dyatt’s
good but she can’'t work on the dock—"

“She does fine in the command module,” VanAmsal said.

“Soon you're going to lose her to maternity leave,” Strayborn
con-tinued, undeterred. “Gallivan’s leaving without a replacement. We're
supposed to have twenty-five people, we're at twenty-two right now, and
that’ll leave us with twenty. Nineteen if | get picked up for ECP—"

“If you get it,” VanAmsal said.

Staffing was always a problem, and Jodenny had expected it to top
their list of complaints. She watched as VanAmsal and Strayborn bickered
back and forth. Nitta wore a distracted expression, as if he was trying to
remember something he’d forgotten to do. Myell in-tently studied his gib.

“I'll talk to Commander Al-Banna about getting more people,”
Jodenny said. “In the meantime, we deal with what we've got.”

VanAmsal said, “Caldicot could be reassigned. You don’t need two
administrative assistants, do you, Lieutenant?”

She heard the challenge in VanAmsal’s tone. “I don’'t know. It's a
possibility. Maybe AM Dyatt could come up here to work, or you could take
over T6 if Sergeant Strayborn gets promoted.”



Myell blinked. VanAmsal’s face tightened and she said, “I like where |
work.”

“Everyone should start thinking about possible changes,” Jodenny
said. “Now, what else is a problem besides staffing?”

VanAmsal complained about erroneous requisitions and difficulties
getting Core to reboot malfunctioning DNGOs. Strayborn added the
problem of too many ship’s departments demanding priority place-ment on
their orders. Nitta bitched about last-minute paperwork that Data kept
dumping into the queues, which VanAmsal agreed was a problem.
Strayborn opined that too many low-bid contractors were delivering shoddy
goods that wore out faster than usual and required unexpected
replacements.

“What about you, Sergeant Myell?” Jodenny asked. “Do you agree
with all that?”

Myell folded the cover on his gib and fixed his gaze on a spot be-hind
Jodenny’s head. “Departments keep requesting priority routing because
our backlog is so bad they think routine ones will get over-looked. We can't
stop some admiral’s aide somewhere from putting out a data call—all we
can do is answer as quickly and accurately as possible. Contractors are
something else we have no control over. And Core’s so overburdened that
it's no wonder it takes an hour to reboot one dingo.”

The temperature in the room dropped several degrees, but Jodenny
kept her eyes on Myell. “So what do you recommend?”

He shrugged, as if it wasn't really his problem after all.

Jodenny tried to hide her disappointment. “Let’s focus on what we
can control and fix it. Make sure your people are in the correct uni-form of
the day. Counsel them if they’re late, rude to customers, or slacking off.
Make sure they’re studying for their exams or working toward qualifications.
Don’t bitch in front of them, don’t let them bitch in front of you, and make
sure they know you care about them, this division, and this ship. What we
say in here stays in here; you're the leaders of Underway Stores, and you
need to be one hundred and ten percent professional.”

The dirty look VanAmsal shot Myell as they stood to go was any-thing
but professional and Strayborn was noticeably silent. Jodenny didn’t worry
too much about their hurt feelings but did say, “Sergeant Myell. Hold on a



minute.”

When they were alone she said, “I expect you to set a good
ex-ample. Your tardiness to quarters this morning shouldn’t be repeated.”

“Yes, ma’am.”
“Did you oversleep?”
“No,” he said. “It won’t happen again.”

Jodenny waited for him to say more, but it was clear he wasn’t go-ing
to elaborate. “Very well. Carry on.”

Holland spoke up, reminding her that she still had to work on her
check-in list. Jodenny went up to Safety, where a department rep signed off
her gib with the instruction to read all the procedures in Core and contact
her with any questions. The Morale Department was closed for a luncheon.
Jodenny took the opportunity to grab a bite to eat at a snack bar. From
there she went to Security, where sad-faced Sergeant Poison stared at her
MacBride Cross and advised her about staying out of restricted areas such
as Operations and Tower 14.

“What's in T14?” Jodenny asked.

“It's a penal colony. Four hundred convicts on their way to
Warramala.”

He was still staring at her MacBride Cross.
“Is something wrong, Sergeant?”
“No, ma’am. My sister—well, she died.”

In the explosion. Or maybe later, from burns or injuries. Jodenny said,
“I'm sorry.”

“Maybe you knew her? Pamela Poison. She worked in Drive.”
Jodenny hadn’t known her. She fled Poison’s grief and was stand-ing
at the lift when another Security sergeant approached her. “Lieu-tenant? I'm

Sergeant Rosegarten. | wanted to explain about this morning.”

“What about this morning?” Jodenny asked.



Rosegarten grimaced. “I told Lieutenant Commander Senga that
there was nothing more to the case. Things disappear on this ship all the
time. But he has this thing, ever since Fortune. He wanted to ask the
questions himself. So it was our fault Myell was late.”

It took Jodenny a moment to figure out exactly what Rosegarten
meant, and another few minutes to get the whole story. She almost stormed
over to Senga’s office to confront him, but decided to let her temper cool
first. Besides which, she couldn’t figure out who she was more angry
with—Senga for pulling such a stunt, or Myell for not telling her. Muttering,
Jodenny went down to the E-Deck gym, which was equipped with a
swimming pool, sauna, steam rooms, cardiovascular and weight
equipment, and three studios for yoga, aerobics, and martial arts.

The energetic civilian at the front desk said, “Most of the officers
prefer to use the officers’ gym, ma’am. It's about half the size, and there’s
no pool. But then you don’t have to mingle with anybody but other officers.”

“I'll be fine down here,” Jodenny said.

She had saved the worst for last. The instant she stepped inside Sick
Berth, the faint smell of antiseptic swept her back to unhappy memories of
Alice Naval Hospital. A medical tech with cold hands took her vital statistics
and escorted her to a cubicle to wait for Lieu-tenant Moody, the physician
on duty. Jodenny couldn’t sit still on the exam table, so instead she studied
the wallgib that listed the depart-ment ping numbers. Sick Berth serviced
Team Space military per-sonnel. Civvie employees, passengers, and
family members used the hospital over in T1. She was amusing herself by
memorizing names when a lieutenant with gray hair entered.

“I'm Mitchell Moody. Nice to meet you.”

“New to the service?” Jodenny asked. Team Space often recruited
civvie doctors to fill the ranks of its medical corps.

He chuckled. “You can tell in two seconds?”
“Your insignia is upside down.”

Moody patted the item. “One day I'll get this all right. How’'s your leg
doing?”

“Only hurts when | laugh.”



“Why don’t you scoot up there on that table?” Moody ran a scan-ner
over her thigh. “Still giving you twinges?”

“Not really.”

“Your chart says you weren't sleeping well at Alice. How's that now?”
“‘Better.”

“Any other complaints or concerns?”

“No.”

Moody shut off the scanner and asked, “Do you always become
monosyllabic when the topic is your well-being?”

“Better’ has two syllables in it,” Jodenny said. Moody raised his
eyebrows. She added, “I don't like to talk about my injuries. They're all
healed now.”

“Do you know we have several other Yangtze survivors onboard? I'm
starting a support group that meets twice a week. Sometimes it helps to talk
to other people who went through the same thing.”

“We all went through something different.” Some people had
es-caped in their lifepods without incident. Others had been trapped for
days until collapsed decks could be pulled apart. Jodenny preferred not to
dwell on her own experiences extinguishing fires, freeing trapped victims,
and ushering the wounded to safety despite her own injuries. Much of it was
a jumble anyway. She had only done what she was supposed to do, what
any officer should have done. And af-terward, what she had done in the
hospital—well, that wasn’t going to ever happen again.

“Keep the invitation in mind,” Moody said. “That’s all | ask.”

On her way out of Sick Berth, Jodenny was met by a civvie with a
Science Corps patch on his arm. He was young and earnest, with Asian
features and long dark hair held back in a ponytail.

“Lieutenant Scott?” he asked. “I'm Dr. Ng. I've been trying to reach
you. Space Sciences Department. | wanted to sit down with you for ten or
fifteen minutes.”



“About what?”
“The Yangtze. | could buy you lunch or dinner—"
“Dr. Ng, | can’t help you.”

Jodenny moved away. How does it feel, having survived the death
of your friends and crewmates? the reporters on Kookaburra had asked.
What's it like to face death in the line of duty? She considered herself
lucky that base security had kept the media away, and that their imail
inquiries had dwindled to a trickle.

Ng followed her, saying, “I have a theory about the accident—"

It was hard to keep her voice even. “It wasn’'t an accident, Doctor. It
was the deliberate destruction of Team Space personnel and property by
the Colonial Freedom Project.” And of that, what could she say? She’'d
never given much credence to separatists. Any colony that thought it could
do without Team Space was crazy. The explosion proved that the
separatists were not just crazy, but also more danger-ous than anyone ever
expected. She hoped that the people responsible were apprehended and
sent to prison for the rest of their miserable lives. “I have nothing more to
say about it.”

She started up a crew ladder. To his credit, Ng didn’t follow. On the
next deck Jodenny stopped to rest her burning face against the bulk-head.
When she could breathe easier she boarded a tram and headed straight for
T6’s gloomy silence.

Myell met her at the bottom of the lift and asked, “Can | help you,
ma’'am?”

“No, Sergeant.” With horror Jodenny realized that she wanted to bury
her head against his neck and let his comforting arms hold her tight. She
told herself it was a natural response to stress and not spe-cific to Myell
himself. “I just came to check out something.”

Jodenny climbed up to level one and sat on the cold deck with her
back against a storage bin. The slots had always been Jem’s favorite
retreat when he needed to get away from it all.

“Lieutenant?” Myell’s voice drifted up the ladder.



“What is it, Sergeant?”
“I locked down the level for you.”

She had forgotten. Easy way to get killed, that. Some DNGO on a
mission from Core might careen around the corner and flatten her like a
pancake. “Thank you, Sergeant.”

His footsteps receded. Maybe he would forget she was there. She
could hide forever in the lower slots, foraging for food out of the gal-ley
supplies, sleeping on mattresses destined for crew quarters. She would
recruit the DNGOs to serve her and create her own private au-tocracy in the
dark fortress of T6.

Or she could wait awhile until she felt strong enough to face them
all—Al-Banna, Wildstein, Dr. Ng, Osherman, ghosts, the Wondjina.

A kingdom of DNGOs sounded better.

* k% %
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yell wondered what Jodenny could possibly be doing up there. He tried to
concentrate on Leto, a Class Il with a broken video relay. He popped in a
new one and tested the unit, but the display still came up fuzzy. For a half
hour he fiddled with it, listening for any stray sounds from level one. His only
interruption was a call from Chang.

“Did you get it?” Myell asked.
“Working on it. You sure you want top-of-the-line?”

“Absolutely.” If he was going to get a pocket server with built-in audio
and video sensors, he might as well splurge.

Chang promised to do his best. He was the division’s go-to guy, able
to procure any number of legal and illegal items on the ship. Not Sweet or
other illegal drugs, but computer equipment was his spe-cialty. After Chang
hung up, VanAmsal pinged from Loading Dock G.

“You left a message?” VanAmsal asked.



“Is Dyatt with you?”

“No. She’s on watch. Why?”

“l heard she was having problems with Olsson.”

VanAmsal glared across the link. “You stay out of my division, Myell.”
“I will if you take care of your people,” he said.

If she could have reached through the screen she would have
prob-ably strangled him. “Got the lieutenant wrapped around your finger
and now you think you're running things, is that it?”

“She’s not wrapped anywhere,” Myell said. “I don’t want to see Dyatt
get hurt.”

“Like Ford?” VanAmsal asked, and cut out before he could answer.

Myell had expected her to be annoyed after the meeting in Jodenny’s
office, but the strength of her bitterness caught him off guard. He hadn’t
asked to be invited and it had been a surprise when Jodenny took his
opinions seriously. In retrospect he sup-posed he should have told her
about Lieutenant Commander Senga, but what had Senga said? Jodenny
had raised suspicion first. It was her fault, then, that he’'d been late to
quarters and set a bad example.

Despite his disappointment and resentment over that, he couldn’t
bear the silence anymore. Myell went over to the ladder and asked, “Miz
Scott?”

Her boots appeared on the top rung. Myell moved aside so she could
climb down.

“Everything looks good,” she said, as if she’d been conducting an
Impromptu inspection. Her eyes were slightly red but her voice was calm.
“What are you working on?”

“Repairs. Nothing too urgent.”

Jodenny started walking toward his bench. “The SUPPO asked about
the missing dingo. What do you think happened to it?”

He worked hard not to sound defensive. “l don’'t know.”



“Is that what you told Security?”

She wasn’t looking at him. Myell folded his arms. “You talked to
them.”

“| talked to Sergeant Rosegarten. When | see Mr. Senga, I'm going to
tell him that under no circumstances is he ever to question mem-bers of my
division without letting me know.”

Myell was confused. “No. | mean, you told Lieutenant Comman-der
Senga that you suspected me. That's why he called me in.”

“Sergeant, if | had suspected you of anything, you would have heard it
from me.”

Abashed, he said, “Yes, ma’am. I'm sorry | didn’t tell you about it this
morning.”

“Why didn’t you?”
He shrugged.

Jodenny peered down at the DNGO on his bench. “What’s the story
on this one?”

Myell was grateful that she’d changed the subject. “This is Leto. She
has a broken relay.”

“Did you name all the dingoes?”

“Not me. There was a chief who was working here when | first came
into the division. Chief Mustav. He did it.” Myell showed her the inscription
underneath Leto’s registration tag. “The repair techs hate them and keep
scrubbing them out.”

She ran her fingers over Leto’s hull. “| used to help fix these.”

Myell offered her a wrench. “Be my guest.”

For the first time since he’'d known her, she smiled. Myell liked her
smile. It made her eyes less haunted and brought color to her cheeks.

“Maybe later,” she said.



“Anytime. It's usually just me and the dingoes down here—your
secret will be safe.”

So would her other secret. If she wanted to come down and cry in the
slots, that was nothing that had to be shared with the rest of the ship.
Because of the separation in their ranks he would never be able to comfort
her, but he could protect her in at least that small way.

Jodenny gave him a speculative look. “When do you take the chief’s
exam?”

“I'm not.” Myell took the wrench back and plugged the broken re-lay
into a testing unit. “I wasn’t recommended for promotion on my last
evaluation.”

“You'll get a new eval in a few months.”

“I'm getting out at the end of this contract.”

“If you make chief, you might change your mind.”

Damn her for making him say it. “There was an accusation.”

She didn’t blink. “Was it true?”

“No.”

Jodenny stared at him for a long moment. He guessed she would
take Ford’s side. She had no choice, really. When a young woman cried
rape she always got the benefit of the doubt, and whoever had his pants
down at the time was guilty as charged. But then Jodenny said, “I believe
you,” and something that had been frozen inside him began to thaw.

“Thank you,” Myell said. And there, he felt it again; sadness that they
would never be able to get to know each other the way a man and a woman
could, regret that rank would always keep them separated. He would have
to work hard to keep his feelings locked away, but he was accustomed to

that. A starship was no place to share one’s heart.

“Take the chief's exam,” Jodenny said. “You never know what’s going
to happen.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, but just to see her smile again.
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CHAPTER
NINE

-

ortyeight hours before the Aral Sea dropped into the Alcheringa, Jodenny
called Commander Calinder and explained she’d been tasked to be the
watchbill training officer for the Supply Department.

“Good luck to you,” Calinder said. “I turned the job over to
Com-mander Osherman last week.”

“Thank you, sir. I'll contact him.” Jodenny hung up and buried her
head in her arms. After several minutes she mustered enough strength to
ping Osherman.

“Jodenny,” he said when he answered his gib.

“I've taken over junior officer training for the Supply Department. |
didn’t know you were in charge of the program.”

“I'll send you the meeting schedule.”
“Thank you, sir.”

“Jo—" Osherman leaned closer to the vid. She remembered the
tenderness of his touch, the way he sighed sometimes in his sleep. “Are
you sure you're ready to be back in space?”

“As ready as you are, Commander,” she said, and cut the connection.
Her health and well-being certainly hadn’t been a priority for him when he
had so abruptly broken off their relationship on the Yangtze. She was still
glaring at the comm when Caldicot pinged her to say Lund had arrived. He
came into her office with a pained expression.

“Ma’am. You wanted to talk to me?”

“Sit, sit,” Jodenny insisted. “I'm worried about you. You've been to
Sick Berth twelve times this month.”



“Irritable bowel syndrome. Chronic indigestion. My headaches— you
wouldn’t believe my headaches.”

She offered him a bottle of water from her refrigerator. “It's crimi-nal
that none of the doctors onboard have helped you.”

Lund looked pitiful. “They try, ma’am.”

Jodenny shook her head. “They’re not doing enough. I’'m going to
complain to Commander Al-Banna on your behalf. The staff is obvi-ously
incompetent.”

“I wouldn’t go that far, ma’am. They do a lot of tests.”

“Tests are nothing without results. I've scheduled you to see some
specialists at Fleet when we get to Mary River. And if they can't help,
specialists on Warramala. Everywhere we go, | want you to see physi-cians
until we get you proper treatment.”

Lund’s face was almost comically indecisive. “Everywhere we go?”

“Everywhere,” Jodenny said. “And every test there is, every
proce-dure, no matter how arduous—you need to undergo it.”

“Arduous?” he squeaked out.

“But this is the hard part, AT Lund. Even though you're ill, even though
you may not feel your best, | need you in this division. We’'re falling apart
without people like you who know how to do their jobs. Will you promise me
that you'll do your best to come to work, even though you might feel ill?”

“I'll try, ma’am,” he said, his voice faint.
“Good,” Jodenny replied. “Thank you.”

Twenty-four hours before the countdown to the Alcheringa ex-pired,
Jodenny pinged Ensign Sanchez in Ship’s Services and said, “Commander
Al-Banna put me in charge of watchbill training. We're having a meeting
tonight, at twenty hundred hours, in the ward-room. Why don’t you come to
dinner first?”

That night the wardroom table was full. Sanchez, a dour older woman
with a pin for prior enlisted service, had joined the usual complement of
Hultz, Francesco, Zeni, Ysten, and Weaver. Also join-ing them was the



ever-talkative Cally Gunther, who dug into roasted eggplant and papita.
“I should eat here more often,” he said around a mouthful of food.

“l hear you’'ve been working out at the main gym, Jodenny,” Zeni said.
“Didn’t anyone tell you there’s an officers’ gym on F-Deck?”

“Isn’t E-Deck bigger? More equipment.” And less chance of run-ning
into Osherman, Jodenny thought.

“Aren’t you worried about being all sweaty in front of your troops?”
Hultz asked.

Francesco smiled. “I think it's a fine idea. If more division officers
worked out with their crews, there might be fewer people in the obe-sity
program.”

After coffee and dessert, Jodenny gathered Hultz, Gunther, Sanchez,
and Ysten in the lounge. She said, “The four of you are all overdue on your
watch qualifications.”

“I've tried, honest!” Hultz protested.

Ysten had obviously not forgiven her for the Dicensu incident. With a
sneer he said, “It's hard getting the quals done when you have other duties,
Lieutenant.”

“l understand,” Jodenny said. “That’s why we’re going to help each
other. Every night after dinner we’re going to get together right here and
study. The only time you’re excused is if you're on a training watch—I’ll
schedule you for those—or you're in Sick Berth.”

Sanchez folded her arms. “I've got a husband and kids in the
Tow-ers. My evenings are for spending with them, not studying here.”

“As soon as you get qualified, you go on the watchbill. Then your
evenings will be up to the watchbill coordinator.”

Sanchez stood up. “I'm going to talk to Lieutenant Commander Vu.”

“Sit down, Ensign,” Jodenny ordered. After a moment Sanchez sat
with a glower. Jodenny continued. “Any of your division officers can call me
tomorrow if they have any questions. In the meantime, I've pulled the quals
each of you still have to finish, as well as my own. Let’'s take a look.”



Four hours before they reached the Alcheringa, Jodenny got out of
the bed in which she’d spent most of the night staring at the overhead. She
brought coffee to the security guards on duty at the base of T6.

“Thank you, ma’am. There’s nothing to report here.” That came from
Poison, whose sister had died on the Yangtze. He had volunteered for this
duty. It had been the captain’s decision, to tighten security and cancel
normal routine in T6 as the Aral Sea made her final approach. Jodenny
didn’t agree with the fuss, but she didn’t disagree, either.

Ten minutes later the Security Officer, Commander Picariello, made
his appearance. He had a noble face of Mediterranean ancestry and
mismatched eyes. One was bright blue, like a robin’s egg. The other was
as brown as milk chocolate.

“How are you holding up, Lieutenant?” Picariello asked.

“I'll be a lot happier once we're in the Alcheringa,” she admitted. “How
about you, sir?”

“First ship to follow the Yangtze. You can tell yourself there’s no way
the CFP could have planted anything onboard—and I'm here to guarantee
it—but | wouldn’t want to be the CO right now.” Picariello made sure none
of the guards were within eavesdropping range. “l heard you had a
discussion with Lieutenant Commander Senga.”

“Yes, sir,” Jodenny said. Discussion was a polite way of labeling it.
She had clearly articulated what she thought of him whisking Myell away
before regular working hours for an impromptu interrogation. He had
expressed his adamant belief that Myell was guilty as hell of rape and theft.
Only the presence of Sergeant Rosegarten had kept things civil.

“I'll be keeping my eye on things,” Picariello said. “Call me if you have
any more problems.”

Three hours before the Aral Sea was scheduled to drop, Mrs. Mullaly
came into Jodenny’s office and burst into tears.

“What if something goes wrong?” she asked.

Jodenny handed her a tissue. “Nothing’s going to go wrong. One
minute we’ll be in normal space, and the next we won't. It's like drop-ping a



stone into a river.”

Mrs. Mullaly blew her nose. “Sure. That's what they all say. When we
left Fortune, | thought it was hardly worth the fuss. You wouldn’t even notice
if you weren’t looking out a porthole. But it went wrong for the Yangtze,
right? It could go wrong again.”

“That was because of the CFP, not the Alcheringa,” Jodenny said.
“The Wondjina built it very carefully. If we don’t approach the drop point at
the right speed and trajectory, we just keep going in normal space.”

Mrs. Mullaly seemed satisfied by Jodenny’s explanation, although her
nose was still dripping as she returned to her desk. Jodenny al-most gave
her the rest of the day off, but most offices and services were open for
business and every department was under orders to maintain routine. She
checked her queue for messages. No one had sent her anything in the last
ten minutes. Jodenny reviewed the min-utes of the Garden and Soil
Committee twice before realizing none of the words were making any
sense. When she scanned for the wreck of the Yangtze, it was too far out
of range to display.

Her gib beeped. “Scott, this is Al-Banna.”
“Yes, sir?”

“Report to the CO'’s briefing room on C-Deck.”
What had she done wrong? “Sir?”

Al-Banna didn’t mask the displeasure in his voice. “Now, Lieu-tenant.

Jodenny hurried to the lift.

* k% % %

B

ecause T6 was closed, Nitta told Myell to make himself useful in IR4 by
helping Mauro straighten out his logs. The issue room had seen better
days, but after a few hours of Mauro working the counter and Myell
matching receipts, a small modicum of order was restored.

“You've got to stay on top of this stuff,” Myell said.



“I try,” Mauro said, “but it’s a lot of work.”

Myell checked the clock. Just about an hour until they dropped into
the Alcheringa. He wondered how Lieutenant Scott was holding up under
the pressure. He was trying to invent a pretext for visiting her of-fice when
Nitta pinged and said, “Mauro, get down here to LD-G and explain what the
hell kind of COSAL you sent VanAmsal yesterday.”

Mauro grimaced. “Yes, Chief.”

Business died down after Mauro left, and Myell started restacking
boxes of boots. He heard a shuffle behind him but swung around too late to
prevent someone’s fist from driving into his side. The shock of it drove the
breath from his lungs and sent him to his knees. Surging sideways, he
tackled his attacker at the waist and knocked him against the shelves.
Spallone. The bastard. A second attacker grabbed Myell’s shoulders,
dragged him backward, and threw him facedown to the deck. A terrible
weight pressed against his spine.

“Stay out of Olsson’s business,” Engel said, malicious glee in his
voice.

Spallone crouched low beside Myell. “You make the same fucking
mistake over and over, Myell. Curiosity killed the—"

“Medbot activate!” Myell ordered.

The flying robot swooped in to be of assistance. While Engel’'s
at-tention was momentarily distracted, Myell bucked him off. Spallone made
a grab for him, and the two of them slammed against the shelves again. A
sharp pain spiraled along Myell’s left ribs but he kept swinging his fist at
Spallone’s face.

“Hey! What's going on in there?” someone shouted.

“Fuck off!” Spallone said.

Three apprentice mates burst into the issue room and separated
them. Spallone’s nose was bleeding, Engel had cut his head against a
shelf, and Myell’s right hand throbbed as if he’d been hitting a brick wall.

The medbot fluttered in indecision before zeroing in on Spallone.

“Please stand still,” it said to him.



Spallone twisted away. “Get the fuck away.”
AM Loudermilk, baby-faced and indignant, asked, “You hurt, Sarge?”

Spallone tried to free himself from Loudermilk’s grip. “You should
goddamn mind your own business.”

“You want us to call Security?” Hoefer asked.
“No,” Myell said. “They’re not going to cause any more trouble.”

It wasn'’t true, but it was expedient. Spallone and Engel shrugged
themselves free and left the issue room. The apprentice mates gave Myell
reproachful looks. He knew that in their eyes he was chicken-shit, a coward,
one damn poor excuse for a sergeant.

“Did you have some requisitions?” he asked, ducking his head.
Loudermilk answered for all of them. “Nah, we’ll come back later.”

His rescuers departed. Myell locked the door that Mauro had
neg-lected to secure and closed the gate on the counter. He sat on a stool
in the back until the worst of the shakes passed and he could hold his
hands steady. When Mauro came back he didn’'t say anything about the
closed gate or Myell's disheveled condition.

“Chief said you can go back to T6 once we drop into the Alcheringa,”
Mauro said, his eyes averted.

“Yeah.” Myell slipped a hand into his pocket and touched the thin, flat
server that had recorded the whole incident. “I bet he did.”

* k% % %

T

he captain’s briefing room was guarded by a security tech who opened the
hatch for Jodenny. Once inside she saw several high-ranking officers and
civilians as well as Chaplain Mow and Osherman. Most people were picking
food from a buffet table or sipping morning cocktails. The ship’s Executive
Officer, Commander Larrean, came over to introduce himself.



“Sorry | wasn't available when you checked onboard.” He was a short
man with round checks and a kind smile. “I'm glad you could come this
morning.”

“Does the captain throw a party every time we drop, sir?” Jodenny
asked.

Larrean’s smile widened. “Not always. Let me show you around.”

She shook hands with the governor of an Aboriginal colony in T9, the
warden of the penal tower, and the Bishop of Baiame, who was returning
from the Vatican on Fortune. Larrean didn’t tell them she’d been on the
Yangtze, but more than one gaze lingered on her MacBride Cross. When
she couldn’t bring herself to mingle anymore she stood by the vids and
looked at the stars. The Alcheringa was out there, in-visible, twisting, waiting
to carry them down the line or herald their destruction.

Osherman appeared at her elbow. “I heard you're shaking up
Un-derway Stores.”

Jodenny deliberately kept her gaze on the vid. “I held a uniform
In-spection. That's as far as shaking up goes.”

His voice was dry. “Challenging the status quo on this ship might not
be the wisest course of action to take.”

“What would you suggest? Leaving things the way they are?”

“There’s some benefit in keeping under the radar.”

“It doesn’t benefit my people,” she replied.

“If you can’t be persuaded, at least take care,” Osherman said. “The
stress can pile up on you in ways you don’t expect, make you do things you
regret later.”

The hairs on Jodenny’s neck stood up. Her records were sealed. No
one but Commander Campos was supposed to know what had hap-pened.
She turned to him and said, “I never saw you at Alice. Weren't you there for

temp duty?”

“Only on paper. Mostly | was doing odd jobs over at Fleet.” He stared
at the vid. “It's not going to happen again, you know.”



Their relationship or an explosion? The first was a given, but the
sec-ond was still to be determined. Osherman drifted off to mingle. With
ten minutes left on the clock, Jodenny rehearsed the number and loca-tion
of her lifepod. She plotted a mental map on how she was going to get
there. She watched the countdown clock and realized that she should be
with her people, wherever they were. She turned to tell Lar-rean she was
leaving but he was deep in conversation with a com-mander from Drive.
Why wasn’t he on the bridge, where he belonged? Why weren’t they all
already in their lifepods, ready to launch?

Chaplain Mow caught her gaze and came straight over. “Don’t worry
Dropping into the Alcheringa is as routine as brushing your teeth.”

“It wasn't last time | did it.” Jodenny started to shake. “We should go
to our lifepods.”

Chaplain Mow steered Jodenny back to the vids. “What do you see
out there?”

“Nothing.”

“Focus, Lieutenant.”

The snap in Mow’s voice helped. “The universe,” Jodenny replied.

“Imagine Jackie MacBride and her crew on that first accidental slide
down the Little Alcheringa. One minute they’re approaching Mars and
then—nothing! Sensors dead, no external data. They had no idea of what
had happened or where they were going. Did they panic?”

“NO_”

“But as far as they knew, they were already dead.”

“She held them together.”

“How?” Chaplain Mow asked.

“Faith.” Jodenny took a steadying breath. Back at the academy, the
cadets had been required to read the crew logs from that fateful trip.
Books, movies, and popular songs had immortalized the story. A pic-ture of

Jackie MacBride had hung in her room for years. “Discipline.”

“And what happened?”



“They reached Fortune, turned around, and came home safely.”
Chaplain Mow smiled. “As will we.”

The countdown expired. Without any sense of transition at all, the ship
dropped into the stream and the vids went dark.

“We're in,” Chaplain Mow said, and gave her a friendly squeeze
around the shoulders.

In. On the circuit. Sliding down the Big Alcheringa. And alive, for now.

* k% % %



CHAPTER
TEN

M

yell's gib beeped late the night the ship dropped into the Alcheringa.

“I'm sorry they hurt you,” Shevi Dyatt said, her eyes puffy. “Ish
shouldn’t have said anything. Forget it, okay?”

Timrin was on watch again. Myell sat in the darkness with three pillows
wedged behind his sore back and over-the-counter painkillers taking the
edge off. On the desk, near a heat lamp, Koo amused herself in her
splendid terrarium. He wondered how old Dyatt was—eighteen,
nineteen?—and asked, “Is Olsson giving you pro-blems?”

Dyatt wiped her nose. “I don’t want anyone else to get in trouble. I'll
be okay.”

Christ, to be so young and so alone on a ship of five thousand
people. He tried to remember where her cabin was. Past the lounge, past
Gallivan’s place, near the lift somewhere. Near Olsson and Spallone. “Are
you safe right now?”

“l think so. They're at the shop.”

“At this hour?”

“l can't tell Sergeant VanAmsal.” Dyatt’s shoulders hitched up as she
started to cry. “And | can't tell Security, it'll just make it worse. I’'m sorry you
got hurt.”

“Meet me in the lounge,” he said. “Dress in civvies.”

“But it’s so late—"

“Just do it.”

Ten minutes later, standing alone in the dirty lounge with his head
throbbing, he wondered if she’d changed her mind. When she came down



the passage she was dressed in trousers and a maternity soccer shirt. One
of her hands clutched tissues.

“Where are we going?”
“Chaplain’s office,” he said.
“But I'm not religious.”

“Doesn’t matter. Everything you say will be confidential and they can't
report any of it if you don’t want them to.”

He walked her up to C-Deck. The chapel adjacent was open
twenty-four/seven, and while Dyatt sat trembling in a back row he pinged the
Duty Chaplain.

“You don’t have to put up with it,” he said while they waited.
Dyatt averted her gaze. “I can take care of myself.”
“Shevi—"

“You know what really sucks about being an apprentice mate?” she
asked. “Everyone above you gives you orders you don’'t want to fol-low and
advice you plain don’t want.”

Myell closed his mouth. The nondenominational chapel had been
painted in soft pink and yellow tones and smelled like sandalwood. Myell
didn’t believe in holy places, especially in the middle of star-ships sliding
down the dark void of the Alcheringa, but he had to ad-mit that the colors
and warm air soothed him, made him less skeptical about religion than
usual. When Chaplain Mow arrived she looked sleepy but had a gentle
expression on her face.

“I'll take it from here, Sergeant,” she said as she led Dyatt toward her
office. “Come back and visit sometime. It's been a while.”

Myell nodded in acknowledgment but not promise. Back in his cabin
he tried to sleep but rest was elusive, filled with Dyatt’s tears and Spallone’s
fists and pain in his ribs every time he shifted on the bunk. What were
Olsson and the others doing in the Repair Shop at such an hour? Long
before ship’s dawn he got up, checked his imail, and surfed the ship’s
message boards. A gym workout was out of the question but instead of
going to T6 early he lingered on the Rocks. He didn’t want to see Nitta, who



had set him up for the altercation in the issue room. But he wasn’'t about to
miss quarters, either. With just moments to spare he slipped into his spot in
the back row. Dyatt’s place was empty.

“AT Lund.” Jodenny pulled Lund out of the lineup to confer off to the
side.

“What's that about?” Gallivan asked in a loud whisper.

Jodenny asked Lund something. He shook his head, but she in-sisted
and in a moment he was sitting in a chair that Ishikawa pulled over from
Myell's workshop.

“Good grief,” Chang said.

Lund sat unhappily in his chair as Jodenny returned to the front of the
assembly.

“Listen up,” Nitta said, reading from the plan of the day. “If you know a
civvie looking for a job, have them contact Outsourcing dur-ing work hours.
The Garden and Soil Committee’s looking for volun-teers and the MWR
Department still has slots open for field trips on Mary River.”

After standing in place for several minutes Myell’s vision began to
gray around the edges, but then quarters was over and he was free to go to
his workbench. Gallivan followed him.

“Are you okay?” Gallivan asked.

“Never better.” Myell pretended to be busy fixing a circuit tester.

“Why didn’t you report it to Security?”

“Report what?”

“You were always stubborn, but | didn’t think you were stupid.”

“Leave it alone. When we get to Warramala you won’t have to worry
about a thing.”

Gallivan grabbed his wrist and forced Myell to look at him. “You think
you don’t have mates here but that’'s not true. You shut us out.”

“Let the fuck go,” Myell said, and Gallivan released his grip. Myell



turned back to the DNGO and set to work on the access plate even though
his hands were trembling. Maybe he did shut them out, but they’d shut him
out first and some hurts were still too raw to be for-given. He said, “I've got
work to do.”

Gallivan left with a muttered curse. Myell put down the screw-driver
and closed his eyes at the approach of more footsteps.

“Myell,” VanAmsal said. “What’'s going on with Dyatt?”

“How should | know?”

“Because you tried to tell me yesterday and | didn't listen.”

“I don’t know. Go ask her.”

“Terry—" VanAmsal started, but when he didn’t respond she too
walked away. Finally, some peace. He sat on his stool and braced him-self
for the next visitor, Strayborn, who apparently shared the same grapevine

as everyone else in the goddamned division.

“I heard you fell in the issue room,” Strayborn said. “You should go to
Medical.”

“If | hear one more piece of advice I'm going to shove someone out
an airlock,” Myell said. “That’s a promise, Gordon. So if you have some
words of wisdom, if you think you know my situation better than | do, if you
have some miracle cure for all the ills of this ship, do me a favor. Write a
memo.”

* k k%

O

n her way to T6 that morning, Jodenny had received a ping from Chaplain
Mow. Mow said, “I'd like for you to excuse AM Dyatt from quarters. She’s
with me.”

“Is she all right?”

“She’s going to be fine.”

At quarters, Jodenny sensed an odd undercurrent in the division.



Myell was grim-faced and VanAmsal seemed more tense than usual. Even
Gallivan had lost his good humor.

“Sergeant Strayborn,” she said after quarters was over. “Is
some-thing wrong?”

“Ma’am?” he asked.

“Something going on | should know about?”

“No, ma’am. Everything’s fine.”

He was probably lying, but Jodenny decided to let the situation stew
until something arose out of it. She went up to the Rocks and to an apparel
shop that sold sports shirts. The proprietor lis-tened to her request and
gave her a quote that didn’t seem unrea-sonable.

“I'll get back to you,” Jodenny said.

She trammed back to Mainship and tackled paperwork until the
ASUPPO called her that afternoon. Jodenny went up to the Flats wondering
what she had done to merit Wildstein’s attention and found Master Chief
DiSola in Wildstein’s office.

“AM Dyatt is going to Ops,” Wildstein said without preamble.

“Why?” Jodenny asked. “Is she unhappy with Underway Stores?”

Master Chief DiSola said, “It's a department thing. | already let Chief
Nitta know.”

A department thing. Jodenny wondered how much Chaplain Mow had
confided in either of them. She said, “I'll need a replacement. While we’re
at it, | could stand a few more ATs. Ship’s Services is ten percent
overmanned but I've got three billets empty.”

“Take it up with Lieutenant Commander Vu,” Wildstein said.

“I think | could reduce that backlog if—"

“That’s all, Lieutenant.”

“Actually, ma’am, | have a request. I'd like to use some official funds
to buy shirts.”



“Shirts?” Master Chief DiSola asked. “For who?”
“For my division.”

Wildstein said, “They get a uniform allowance. Let them buy their

own.

“l was thinking of something special, ma’am,” Jodenny said.
“Something to build unity. Maybe something with the Underway Stores logo
on it.”

DiSola laughed. “Underway Stores has a logo?”

“I don't care if it has a logo and a theme song.” Wildstein rose and
grabbed a pile of folders. “You can’t use ship’s money for optional
clothing.”

Deterred but not undefeated, Jodenny went to LD-G and watched
from the command module while VanAmsal supervised Amador and a
small contingent of DNGOs. The sergeant stomped up to the module
saying, “Lieutenant, this is ridiculous. Lund’s in Sick Berth, Dyatt’'s not here,
and I'm getting two hundred shipments an hour coming through.”

“Pull Chang out of IR2,” Jodenny said. “Gallivan can handle it alone.
You’re not getting Dyatt back—she’s going to Ops. Any idea why?”

“How should | know? No one tells me anything.”
“Take a moment and review your attitude, Sergeant.”

“Lieutenant, | can’t run my loading dock if you want to stand around
and chitchat.”

With an attitude like that, VanAmsal might soon not be running a
loading dock at all. Jodenny said, “Why are you so angry, Sergeant? It's not
Dyatt and it's not the shipments, so if it's me then we have a problem.”

VanAmsal stormed out of the module. Jodenny watched her get
halfway down the stairs before reason took hold. On the loading dock floor,
Amador sent two DNGOs to the conveyer belt and shouted a question
Jodenny couldn’t hear over the rattle of machinery. VanAm-sal waited
another minute before doing an about-face and coming back.



“l apologize,” she said with a face as hard as stone. “l was out of
line.”

Jodenny closed the hatch. “Tell me what's going on.”

“I think Dyatt’'s been having trouble with her boyfriend. AT Olsson.
Works in Maintenance. Myell tried to tell me about it but | wouldn't listen.
She’s a good kid and | haven’t done right by her.”

“Maybe you have or maybe you haven’t. You'll have to ask her. What
else?”

“I don’t think you're handling the situation with Lund correctly. You
can’'t coddle him, Lieutenant. It's what he wants.”

“Observation noted. Next?”

A muscle spasmed in VanAmsal's cheek. “Lieutenant Commander
Greiger had his faults but he didn’t interfere down here.”

“Maybe he didn’'t care as much as | do,” Jodenny said.

“Lieutenant, caring is only going to end up making you disap-pointed.
I've been here two years. | should know.”

“I can deal with disappointment. So can you. It's the achievements we
have to focus on.”

VanAmsal shook her head. “Being short another person isn’t an
achievement. Hearing that | might be sent over to T6 isn’t a big thrill either.
You can't listen to everything Nitta and Strayborn tell you.”

The shrill ring of a DCS alarm ground operations to a halt. Jo-denny
left VanAmsal and Amador to deal with breakdown and went to her office.
She almost pinged Myell to ask what he knew of Dyatt’s problems but
decided she had enough of her own and simply for-warded the personnel
file to Ops. When Nitta showed up she said, “You told me you were going
to run a spot check on the agroparts. Where is it?”

“Still working on it, Lieutenant. You didn’t say you were in a hurry.”
She allowed herself an uncharitable thought or two about how he’'d

ever gotten promoted, which reminded her of something else he’d
neglected. “Strayborn’s got his hopes pinned on the ECP, but VanAmsal



and Myell should be signing up for the chief's exam. Double-check that their
paperwork is in order.”

“l don’t think encouraging Myell is a good idea.”
“Why not?”

Nitta leaned back in his chair. Sweat gleamed on his forehead. “You
know. He’s had some problems. People on this ship have long memories.”

So did she, and it occurred to her that Security had yet to route her a
copy of the Loss Accounting report on the DNGO that had disappeared in
Myell’'s care. She made herself a note to have Holland call over and get it.

“And he’s not doing a spectacular job down there in T6,” Nitta added.
“There’s been trouble with the dingoes. He tries to fix them himself and
won't take them to Repair Services.”

“Maybe he’s trying to show some initiative.”
“You're not thinking of doing anything rash, are you?” Nitta asked.
“Such as?”

“Like putting him in charge of anything. Morale will suffer if you started
giving him preferential treatment.”

“Make sure he signs up for the exam,” was all Jodenny had to say. “I'll
worry about morale.”

* k k%

N

ow that the ship was safely cruising the Alcheringa, Jodenny made a list of
iImprovements to make in her division, and brainstormed sev-eral ideas on
how to change the Supply wardroom for the better. In the meantime she set
up an exercise schedule for herself and started working out before
breakfast each morning.

After flipping through the treadmill hologram choices she settled on a
tropical beach routine. Palm trees tipped toward her in the salty breeze and
golden sand kicked up from her every step. The vista was supposed to



represent the North Island on Fortune, but she could have just as well been
on pristine Earth, back before it had been ru-ined. She heard birds and the
pounding of the surf but as she passed the two-kilometer mark all else was
quiet—no overhead announce-ments, no ATs clambering for her attention,
and no indication whatsoever that she was really in the middle of the
E-Deck gym.

At the five-kilometer mark an alarm pulsed against her wrist. She took
off the hologram glasses and earphones, slowed the machine, and took a
long sip of water.

“Lieutenant.” Dr. Ng climbed on the treadmill beside her.

“Doctor.” Jodenny plugged herself back into the program for an-other
two kilometers. She pushed herself until her thigh started to ache in
earnest. When she disengaged Ng was still there, red-faced and gasping
as he attempted one of the more difficult inclines.

Jodenny stepped down. “You don’t work out much.”

Ng wiped his face. “I hoped that if we had something in common, you
might talk to me.”

She went off and showered in the women'’s locker room. When she
emerged, Ng was slumped on a bench with two water bottles in hand. He
offered her one.

“Truce?” he asked. “I'm sorry if | upset you last time we met. I'm not
some kind of ghoulish nut. I'm simply not convinced the Yangtze disaster
was caused by the Colonial Freedom Project.”

“l disagree.” Jodenny made her way through the rows of machines to
the exit, Ng at her heels.

He said, “The CFP haven’t claimed responsibility, which they usu-ally
do. They had to know that destroying an entire freighter would harm their
cause more than help it. The bad publicity will last for years to come. Team
Space has yet to release any information on what kind of bomb was planted
in the cargo hold, or explain how the CFP got around standard security.
Those facts alone should make any reasonable person suspicious.”

Jodenny pressed the lift button. “Information on the investigation is
classified. People a lot smarter than you or | are working on it, and I’'m sure
they’ve considered those factors.”



Ng’'s gaze was intense. “But perhaps it wasn’t a bomb at all. I've been
doing simulations, re-creating the Yangtze’s course and speed. The
explosion occurred at a particular point in space that can be cor-related
back to a set of Wondjina Spheres on Kookaburra.”

The damn lift was taking its time. “Correlated how?”

“There are fourteen triads of spheres on Kookaburra. That in-cludes
the ones at Point Elliot, just south of Alice Training Base. Like all Spheres,
when mapped from center to center, they form a perfect triangle.” Ng drew
an imaginary line on the bulkhead. “If you extend a line from the center of
that triangle to the coordinates of the Alcheringa drop point, it forms a track
the Yangtze crossed at the same moment her tower number six exploded.”

So he was one of those Wondjina conspiracy nuts, sure that the
Spheres and Alcheringa were all part of a grandiose alien conspiracy to
enslave mankind. That no actual aliens had ever been discovered was
irrelevant to their belief system. The lift doors opened and Jodenny
stepped inside with relief.

“Don’t call me, Dr. Ng,” she said. “Don’t send me imail, don’t come to
this gym, don’t even come near me on the mess deck. You're as crazy as
any of the dingbats back on Kookaburra, maybe even more so, because
you're supposed to be a scientist. If | hear from you again I'll file a
complaint for harassment.”

The doors closed on his crestfallen face, and she hoped that would
be the last of him.

* k% % %



CHAPTER
ELEVEN

R

emember, Lieutenant,” Holland said the next Saturday after-noon as
Jodenny trammed over to the Rocks. “The wardroom Hail and Farewell
begins in ninety minutes.”

“I know.” Jodenny had been considering ducking out on the affair, but
as she disembarked and made her way across T6’s access ring she
couldn’t think up a good excuse. Two hours, she promised herself: enough
time to make an appearance, then escape back to the peace and quiet of
her cabin.

Once in T6, she saw Strayborn and Hosaka upsynching in the
command module. Someone in an EV suit was tugging a DNGO to-ward
the docking cradle. Jodenny went straight down to the base. Lange, who
was supposed to be manning the lower safety controls, was sitting with his
feet up playing Izim.

“Miz Scott!” He pushed back and nearly caused the chair to fall over.
“You scared me.”

“Give me that gib.”

Lange grimaced and did as ordered. She killed the program.

“Hey—" he said. “| mean, Miz Scott—that was my best game yet.”

Jodenny said, “You can get this gib back after you go see Chief Nitta
and get a counseling chit. Now go up to the control module and send

someone else down here.”

Lange stormed away. Jodenny pinged Nitta and told him what she’'d
done.

Nitta asked, “You sure that’'s a good idea, taking someone’s gib
away?”



“He’ll get it back. When he comes to see you, tell him he has to write
a five-hundred-word essay on ‘Why | Shouldn’t Play Games on Duty.™

“‘“Ma’am?”
“You heard me.” Jodenny cut the connection.

Ishikawa came down from the command module wearing a wary
expression. She saluted. “Ma’am!”

“AT Ishikawa, you don’t salute onboard ship unless you're wearing
your uniform cover. Where’s Sergeant Myell?”

Ishikawa gestured upward. “One of the dingoes got stuck in the slots
again.”

Jodenny craned her head. She could barely see the glimmer of
Myell’s EV suit. “How are things going for you?”

“Ma’am?”

“Is your job what you expected it to be? Are you enjoying your
off-duty time?”

“My job’s okay, Lieutenant. | didn’t really expect having to do so much
drudge work. But don’t get me wrong—it’'s better than a lot of other
departments.”

“And off-duty?”

Ishikawa shrugged.

“There’s talk that you might be doing kasai.”

“Oh, Lieutenant.” Ishikawa rolled her eyes. “People say that be-cause
| go out a lot. There’s nothing wrong with that, right? Some-times my dates
buy me stuff because they like me.”

“That’'s more or less what kasai is all about.”

Ishikawa turned bashful. “Lieutenant, it's not like that.”

“It's not against regulations to do it,” Jodenny said, “but people will
still look askance at it. Think about the long-term consequences to your



career.”

“Oh, I don’t plan on having a career,” Ishikawa said earnestly. “I'm
getting out of Team Space as soon as my contract’s up. Who would want to
do this all their life?”

Jodenny watched Myell’s efforts to retrieve the lost DNGO for as long
as possible. His communications were terse and unhappy-sounding. She
wondered if he was the kind who got nervous in the slots. Finally she went
back to her cabin, dressed in her formal uniform, and trudged over to the
Flight Deck. Lines of birdies and Fox fighters had been neatly parked
against the bulkheads to make room for banquet tables, three large buffets,
two wet bars, and a deejay. The launch doors were closed and decorated
with flags and streamers. Most of the ship’s four hundred officers were
already circulating with wine and hors d’oeuvres in hand. Music played from
the Flight Ops booth overhead. Francesco, Zeni, Hultz, and Weaver were
admiring a large blue and gold cake.

“It's about time you showed up, Jodenny,” Zeni said. “We thought you
had a hot date.”

“With who?” Jodenny asked.

Hultz smiled. “How about Commander Rokutan? He’s very cute,
though maybe not so smart.”

“All elbows and knees.” Weaver sipped from her wineglass. “How
about the SUPPO? Man of mystery—"

“Enough,” Jodenny said. The last thing she needed was a rumor of
anything between her and Al-Banna, who had a wife living over in T2.
Rokutan was a different matter, though. His awkwardness was appealing,
those elbows and knees charming. Funny how a man so fluid on the soccer
field could be so klutzy off it.

Hultz gave her a wicked grin. “Quenger.”

“More than enough,” Jodenny warned.

“Where is our Davy boy lately?” Zeni asked. “He’s hardly ever
around.”

Weaver shrugged. “I think he’s still dating that teacher.”



Zeni lifted some sushi from a tray. “I think he’s still sulking over not
getting Greiger’s job.”

Quenger showed up a half hour later and circulated through the room,
shaking hands and slapping shoulders. He didn’t look like he was sulking at
all. Jodenny stayed by the bar and sipped her beer. The old Jodenny—the
predisaster Jodenny, her younger and untainted self—would have been
eager to make friends and connections, to start establishing the ties that
might make or break her career on the Aral Sea. But having a mentor hadn’t
saved Jem from losing his life. Being respected by her peers hadn’t saved
Dyanne from being crushed.

At nineteen hundred hours the captain arrived. Umbundo asked,
“How’s Underway Stores, Lieutenant Scott? You've had an entire fortnight
to clean the place up.”

“It's fine, sir. I'm enjoying it very much.”

“She’s a great addition to the department, sir,” Quenger added,
ap-pearing at Jodenny’s elbow as if by magic. “We really enjoy having her.”

Umbundo’s gaze narrowed. “Quenger, is it?”

“Yes, sir,” he replied.

“l hear good things about Disbursing,” Umbundo said.

“Yes, sir,” Quenger said, though A. J. Francesco ran Disbursing.

A ringing bell announced the beginning of the evening’s festivities.
Seven officers were being hailed, including Jodenny, Osherman, and Dr.
Moody. Five others were being farewelled, ready to disembark at Mary
River for new duty assignments or civvie jobs. The hails came first, with the
honorees sitting on stage. Umbundo himself spoke for Osherman.

“Commander Sam Osherman comes to us out of tragedy, but we're
extremely lucky to have him. Ever since he put on his lieu-tenant’s bars,

he’s made a career of terrorizing junior officers.”

Laughter from the assembly. Jodenny didn’'t smile. When it was her
turn, Al-Banna spoke without jokes.

“Lieutenant Jodenny Scott graduated from the academy in the top
one percent of her class. She earned her Supply pin two years later, and



worked in Underway Stores and Maintenance on the Yangtze. For her
heroism and quick thinking during the disaster, she was awarded the
MacBride Cross.”

Respectful applause followed. Jodenny kept her eyes locked on the
far bulkhead. The last hail was a lieutenant from Ops, and once that was
over she followed Osherman off the stage so quickly she nearly tripped into
him.

“Steady,” he said.

Jodenny pulled her arm free. She didn’'t need his help or his touch.
“I'm fine.”

“Let me buy you a drink,” he said. “God knows | need one.”

She didn’t want anything from him, but Osherman was already
or-dering two Scotches from the bartender. Osherman’s gaze swept the
crowd. “I should have scheduled myself for a watch.”

Jodenny couldn’t resist. “You know you love this.”

“You really think so?” he asked.

On the stage, Umbundo gave a faux leather briefcase to a depart-ing
commander from Flight. Jodenny tried not to brood over the fact that Jem’s
and Dyanne’s farewells had been funeral services. She pictured the
Yangtze’s flight decks as they currently existed—dark, stripped bare,
ice-cold.

“There’s a scientist onboard who'’s been asking questions,” she told
Osherman. “He thinks the explosion had something to do with the Wondjina
Spheres.”

Osherman’s lips thinned. “Dr. Ng?”

“He talked to you?”

“I told him he’s full of shit.”

“Here you are!” Vu hooked her arm around Jodenny’s. “Come cut the
cake.”

After the cake-cutting, Jodenny told Vu she was going to the head.



Instead she went straight back to her cabin. She stripped off her uniform,
curled up in her bunk, and tried not to think about the Yangtze even as her
mind circled back to blood and death. She wished she had Greiger’s bottle
of brandy from her office. She wished she had gone down with her ship.
No. She wished instead that the ship hadn’'t gone down at all.

The door pinged. Jodenny threw on a robe and opened it.

“You skipped out early.” Quenger waved a bottle of champagne and
two glasses. His tie was loose, his shirt unbuttoned to reveal a smooth
chest. “Thought you might like a private celebration.”

“With you?”

“We got off on the wrong foot.” Quenger’s gaze dropped to the top of
her robe. “I just want to be friends.”

“l have enough friends.”
“You can always do with more.” He leaned closer, his dark eyes
in-tent. “Maybe the tension you feel when you’re around me is roman-tic.

Maybe we should try it and see how we could be good with each other.”

She leaned forward and said, “If you try to kiss me, I'll grab your balls
and twist them until they break off.”

Quenger laughed but backed away. He waved the champagne bot-tle
at her. “Oh, Jo. You don’t know. How far we could go—"

Jodenny shut the hatch.
The next day was Sunday. Jodenny slept late and ran into Francesco
in the E-Deck gym. He was working out on a treadmill be-side a blonde

woman in green shorts.

“l took your advice,” Francesco asked. “It is nicer working out down
here than the officers’ gym. Have you met my Chief Vostic?”

“We met the day you checked onboard,” Vostic said.

Jodenny remembered the lifepod incident all too well. “Nice to see
you again.”

She did five kilometers on a machine, and after showering went to



Underway Stores. Sunday routine didn’t shut the ship down, but working
hours were reduced and Mrs. Mullaly for one, had the whole day off to
spend with her family. With Caldicot on watch, Jo-denny had the whole
office to herself and uninterrupted stretches to wade through paperwork.
The AT evals had come back from the SUPPQO’s office with a few
corrections to be made. Sergeant Rosegarten had sent an imail saying the
Loss Accounting report on Myell's DNGO was still waiting to be signed by
the Security Officer. It occurred to Jodenny that it was taking an abnormally
long time. Around lunchtime Holland said, “Lieutenant, | was talking to
Ensign Hultz's agent and she said someone had queried her about you.”

HWhO?”

“Dr. Ng from Space Sciences. He had queried me, but | refused to
answer.”

“Why didn’t you tell me before?”

“Your security setting is medium, Lieutenant. You asked not to be
disturbed—"

Jodenny’s hands fisted. “Set it to high and ping the bastard.”

Dr. Ng answered with a distracted air. “Yes?”

“Dr. Ng, I'm filing that complaint | warned you about.”
“Complaint?” Ng blinked owlishly “But why?”

“Do you deny trying to get information about me out of my agent?”

“It's not what you think—okay, look, here. Watch this, will you?” An
animation flickered on the screen. She recognized the Point Elliot Spheres.
Ng said, “Point A is the center of the triangle they form. If we zoom out to
Point B, that's the Wondjina drop point. If you draw a line from A to B—and
look, here comes the Yangtze on its standard approach, which means
you've got to maneuver a little, since you have to hit the drop at the right
angle or skip over it entirely—okay, here! T6 swings around into the path of
the Point Elliot track first— watch this. T6 explodes, parts of F-Deck are
breached—"

Jodenny closed her eyes, unable to bear looking at it. “It's a
coinci-dence. It doesn’t prove anything. Even if your data is correct, ships
have been using the Alcheringa for more than twenty years now. I'm sure



sometime, somewhere, ships departing Kookaburra have crossed this
ludicrous track you’ve drawn.”

“They have!” Ng said. The animation on the screen had frozen. “I've
re-created at least ten journeys where ships cross lines between the
Alcheringa and a set of Spheres, and none of them have ever re-sulted in
an explosion until the Yangtze. Maybe something in her T6 was different or
special—something in the hold, or the ammunition or explosives, or maybe
something that wasn’t even on the official manifest. Team Space just wants
us to think it was the CFP.”

The animation rewound on the screen and started to play again.
Unable to speak anymore, Jodenny hung up. The animation van-ished

into the milky darkness of her deskgib, leaving behind only the memory of a
tiny ship on its way to destruction.
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CHAPTER
TWELVE

A

T Kevwitch, returned from the brig, had to bend over to keep from hitting his
head on overheads. Jodenny decided he might be handy to have around if
she ever needed someone to rip open a bulkhead with his bare hands. AT
Barivee had a coiled tenseness that made her uneasy. AT Yee looked
mortified when Strayborn repri-manded him for scuffed boots at morning
quarters.

“Sorry, ma’am,” he said to Jodenny.
“They're just boots,” Barivee muttered.

Jodenny gave him a hard look. “There will be no sloppy uniforms in
this division.”

Strayborn went through the roster. Nitta read the list of daily
announcements and told everyone to get their requests in for Mary River
liberty. Her thoughts on Ng and his crazy theory, Jodenny al-most missed it
when Nitta gave a pointed reminder about not playing games at work. She
ignored Lange’s glare and signaled for Amador and Ishikawa to haul out the
boxes she’d brought down with her.

“When | first came onboard, | told you that we’re a team doing a job
together. | thought it would be nice if we had something that il-lustrated that.
I’'m not telling you that you have to wear these, but | hope you do and
remember who your teammates are.”

Amador and Ishikawa started handing out the T-shirts. The sports
shop had done a good job with the Underway Stores emblem and she’d
made sure that everyone’s name was spelled correctly on the back. The
sizes had been easy to pull from the uniform records.

“Are these dingoes?” Chang asked, holding his shirt up to scrutiny.

“Never saw robots with muscles like that,” Gallivan said. “Or
shit-eating grins!”



“Dicensu drew it,” Jodenny said.
Dicensu blushed. “It wasn’t too hard.”

Myell took his with a blank expression. Nitta, who had told her he didn’t
see the point, threw his over his shoulder and said, “I'm off to a Menu
Board meeting, Lieutenant. See you.”

Jodenny saw Lange hold out his shirt and mutter something to
Barivee. Both of them snorted in private amusement. Dicensu might have
overheard the comment, because his expression fell. Caldicot patted his
arm and said, “I think they’re great, Peter. Will you auto-graph mine?”

Bless Caldicot’s heart. Dicensu perked up immediately. Jodenny
decided to ignore Lange and Barivee. As the division drifted off to work,
she asked Strayborn and Myell to stay behind.

“I like them.” Strayborn held his shirt at arm’s length. “No other
division has them.”

“That’s what | thought,” Jodenny said. Myell stayed silent and
in-scrutable, which annoyed her. “How’s the May inventory coming?”

“The numbers are going to be good,” Strayborn said. “Ninety-four,
maybe ninety-five.”

“Good,” she said. “Every month, we’re going to do better.”

Later that morning she went off to the Shore Leave Briefing, where
she was pleasantly surprised to see Danyen Cartik.

“You still owe me five yuros,” he said.
“I've been looking to pay you off but you're never at lunch.”

“You know how Data is,” he said, but didn’t sound convincing about it.
“I've been swamped.”

After the room had filled with representatives from the various
departments, Lieutenant Commander Senga from Security got up to give a
review of restricted areas in Mary River’s capital city of New Christchurch.
His gaze slid coldly past Jodenny as he detailed bars where drugs or
venereal diseases were known to be prevalent, shops that sold illicit



material, neighborhoods where unsuspecting crew members might find
themselves at the wrong end of a knife. The re-view took exactly thirty
seconds.

“Not a very exciting place, is it?” Cartik said to Jodenny.
“Not if you like fun.”

His eye twitching, Senga said, “Tell your people to remember to
dress appropriately. They shouldn’t get drunk or rowdy in public, and be
careful of public displays of affection.”

“What's the punishment for spitting on the sidewalk?” someone
drawled.

Senga grimaced. “Don’t ask. Homosexuality is legal, they can’t do
anything about that, but it's frowned upon. Last time we visited, we had four
instances of TS crew being harassed. | don’t want anyone missing
movement because they’re stuck in jail for fighting or on some trumped-up
morals charge.”

“What about demonstrations?” someone asked.

Senga smiled humorlessly. “We don’t think the CFP will dare. They're
strong on Mary River, but there’s still a lot of backlash. They don’t want the
media attention.”

Jodenny let her mind drift to Ng's rubbish theory. She drew the Point
Elliot Spheres and a small picture of the Yangtze on her gib. When the
meeting broke up she asked Cartik, “Are you going planetside?”

“Wouldn’t want to risk a morals charge,” he said with a trace of
bitterness.

She wondered if that was the cause of his disenchantment with Data.
Some departments were less tolerant than others, despite strict rules about
sexual orientation harassment. “Well, then, how about lunch on Friday? |
know a good cafe on B-Deck.”

“I'll be there,” he said.
On her way back to the office she swung by Supply crew berthing aft

of the Flats. The rug in the lounge had seen much better days. The
big-screen vid was cracked at one corner and the sofas had stains of



suspicious origins. No one had emptied the garbage recently. Jodenny
went down the passage to Lund’s door and rang the bell.

He answered wearing his pajamas. “Ma’am!” he said. Behind him,
Jodenny could see Izim open on his deskgib.

“You weren’t at quarters, so | brought you this.”

Lund examined the T-shirt she handed him. “Thank you, Lieu-tenant. |
have a chit from my doctor for bed rest. | sent you a copy.”

“l understand. You need your rest. | think you'd better scoot your-self
into bed, though. You don’t want eyestrain, do you?”

“No, ma’am,” he said.

“I'm going to send Sergeant Strayborn around this afternoon to make
sure you're all right,” Jodenny said. “And Sergeant VanAmsal at dinnertime.
Maybe I'll ask her to bring you some soup.”

“l don’t want to bother anyone.”

Jodenny patted his arm. “You're not a bother. You're a member of this
team. Oh, and before | forget, I've set you up with three highly
recommended doctors on Warramala.”

“Three?”

“We have to pinpoint your ailments,” Jodenny said. “You need help.”

Back in her office she tried not to gloat too much over the memory of
Lund’s crestfallen expression. She sent Nitta an imail telling him to
schedule berthing inspections for the end of the week. No sailors of hers

were going to live in squalor. When she turned on her gib she saw the
Wondjina Spheres she’d sketched.

“Holland,” she said, “pull up the navigational logs from my last ship
and plot its last flight for me. See if you can establish any rela-tionship to
the Point Elliot Spheres on Kookaburra’s surface.”

“In accordance with Dr. Ng's theory?” Holland asked.

“Have you been eavesdropping?”



“It's not a secret, Lieutenant. Dr. Ng is not held in high esteem by his
peers in the Space Sciences Department. Though this is only the first of
three deployments he signed on for, there’s speculation his contract will be
terminated at the end of the deployment.”

“Re-create the data on your own and run a comparison against his,”
Jodenny said.

A few seconds passed before Holland filled the deskgib with data.
“My projection of the Yangtze’s track matches Dr. Ng’s. But in the ab-sence
of other evidence, his hypothesis is illogical. Just because the ship crossed
such a hypothetical track does not mean the explosion is somehow
related.”

The animation stayed in Jodenny’s thoughts. She was rewatching
Holland’s version the next morning before the DIVO meeting when
Al-Banna walked in and said, “I hope you're not playing Izim, Lieu-tenant.”

Vu coughed. Wildstein squinted at Al-Banna as if trying to decide if he
were joking.

“No, sir.” She put her gib aside.

Wildstein asked, “Was it really necessary to confiscate RT Lange’s
gib?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jodenny said. “The whole division was warned, and he
was playing while there was a hazardous operation under way in the tower.”

“Bet he took it well,” Vu said.

After the meeting Al-Banna said, “Lieutenant Scott. Wait one minute.”

Both Al-Banna and Wildstein had grim looks on their faces. She
braced herself, expecting more bitching about Lange’s gib, but after the
room was clear Wildstein said, “Did | or did | not tell you that you couldn’t
spend your division funds on T-shirts?”

“l didn’t, ma’am,” Jodenny protested.

“You bought the shirts,” Wildstein said. “I saw two of your people
wearing them on the Rocks last night. How did you pay for them?”

Jodenny was happy to hear at least someone was wearing them. “I'd



rather not say.”

Al-Banna tapped his fingers impatiently. “Answer the question,
Lieutenant.”

She supposed there was no avoiding it. “I asked the Morale
De-partment for the funding, but they said no. So | did it myself.”

“You paid for all of them?” Wildstein asked.

“Yes, ma’am. While | was in the hospital, | was still pulling space
pay—anyway, it's just a small gesture from me to the division. But | thought
you might like your own, too.”

From the bag she’d brought she pulled out the shirts personalized for
Al-Banna and Wildstein. Wildstein grimaced, but Al-Banna un-folded his
and held it to his chest.

“Good fit,” he said. “But you’re not paying f