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Chapter One

Pain.

It was the first thing Maggie knew. A dull throbbing, starting in the fat weight of her brain at the base of her skull and rippling outwards like stones into still water. There was a stabbing sensation in her shoulder, and when she opened up her lungs to breathe, they spasmed and choked.

Everything hurt.

But pain was good, as Ma used to say. Pain was proof of life.

“You and me, we’re like the first moon landing.”

Maggie ran through the rest of Ma’s wisdom. She flexed her toes in her boots. Fingers in her gloves. Gingerly tensed her neck, and roll—

She stopped dead at the wave of intense nausea and took a moment to just breathe through her nose. Don’t be sick. Don’t be sick. When her stomach eased from a violent jerking to a sluggish, sinister churn, she carefully eased her hips and chest over, perfectly in line with one another, and eased into a recovery position on the metal grating.

The grating.

Urgh, no wonder she hurt. She’d been in the pilot’s seat when the asteroid—or whatever it was—had hit. And belted in too.

“You’ll touch down to feel a little rough ground…”

Her lungs still didn’t want to breathe. The band around her diaphragm was only getting tighter. There was nothing else for it—she needed the drugs. And her medical kit was in the top drawer under the console, so she’d have to get up. Sooner rather than later.

Maggie reached up with her left arm. It was like moving through water or sludge, and her body felt almost drunk on the chaos of clamouring nerves all bidding for her attention first. She didn’t dare open her eyes just yet, so groped blindly above her head. She found the bunk frame. Hell. She’d been thrown from the pilot’s chair to the gap under the bunk, and she was still alive to know it. Suddenly, the pain didn’t seem so bad. Better than a broken neck.

“Pain is proof of life.”

She grunted and turned her boots towards the wall. Braced her feet there and swallowed against the vomit rising up through her chest and neck.

“Pain. Proof.”

She pushed.

The sound of her body sliding out from under the bunk was like a landslide off Mount Olympus. The nausea won out, and Maggie shoved herself up on shaking hands just in time to throw up a gutful of stringy, pink-tinged bile onto the grating. Her stomach punched into her diaphragm like a living thing, furious and intent on revenge, and her head burst like a firework.

“—I’m…here…”

The next thing she knew, the smell of sick was in her hair and nose, and there was a damp patch on her cheek.

“Fuck,” Maggie hissed and pushed away from the pool.

The blackout must have been a little while. The pain was worse, but the puddle of sick cold. The fog in her head had eased a little. She could think better. And breathe better too—mostly.

“Get it together,” she muttered and cracked open her eyes.

It was dark. Blissfully, soothingly dark. The emergency lighting was a low blur of soft blue, almost comfortable, like a hot-water bottle on cold winter nights. Maggie fought to control her quivering limbs and sat down on the bunk with a thump. It jarred, a shock of pain bouncing up her spine, and she leaned forward, opening her mouth, and spat another mouthful of pink vomit into the gap between her boots.

“And you’re out looking for worlds unseen.”

First things first.

She was injured. That much was obvious. But no broken limbs or ribs. There might be an internal bleed in her stomach, but if there was, there wasn’t anything Maggie could do about it. Her head felt like a mess though. Gingerly, she reached up and patted her hair. She had shaved her head when she’d gotten her first shutter job, and never grown it out to more than an inch or two of tight, springy curls since. Which made it easy to find the savage cut, the knotted wad of wet hair keeping a lid on it, and the near-dry fountain of blood that had gushed down the back of her neck and shoulders.

“Great,” she muttered, but at least it explained the pain. Her skull felt intact. Lucky, if she’d met the bulkhead head first.

Her neck was stiffening rapidly. Whiplash. A starburst of pain kept reappearing in her shoulder joint—she’d probably briefly dislocated it when the belt had snapped and flung her across the cockpit—and she could feel, even if she couldn’t see, the violent bruising all across her right side. But just bruises. A bit of bleeding. Nothing that wouldn’t fix itself, given enough time.

All in all, she’d live. Probably.

“You and me, we’re like the first moon landing.”

So, on to the second point. Would her ship live?

Maggie was a shutter. The space equivalent to long-haul truck drivers. She piloted single-crewed transport and haulage ships between stations and colonies, on the move for weeks at a time—but at least the antisocial lifestyle attracted good pay, especially for someone without the proper papers like Maggie. She only had a B license, so she wasn’t qualified to land on moons and planets yet, but she’d done her theory and was booked in for her tests on Barrane when she got back from this run. It was a lonely but very well-paid job—and lonely and well-paid was just what Maggie had wanted when she’d applied in the first place.

But lonely in space could be fatal.

Especially lonely in space on a shortcut.

If the ship was damaged beyond her ability to repair it, or she couldn’t get back to the proper trade route, then she would die out here. The delivery wasn’t due for another two months. And she’d been taking a shortcut through uncharted territory to make it in time after having to replace two of the solar batteries at Barrane. One more late delivery and Maggie would be fired. And she was a good pilot. She’d been flying for years on her own without any incidents at all. She could handle a measly shortcut, right?

Apparently not.

Right now, going on the credit seemed like a much better idea than this stupid shortcut. Maggie had been regretting it from that first crackling comms call.

“You’ll touch down to feel a little rough ground…”

She squinted across the cockpit at her pilot’s chair. The top half of the belt was still attached, the bottom half missing. The chair was crooked, but upright. All the lights on the console were flashing in random patterns, and the viewscreen was out. The comms system was blinking, waiting for her reply.

Most insultingly, the fluffy dice Sam had bought her as a joke when she’d gotten her license were gone.

“Fix it. Fix it, then find the dice.”

She lurched up from the bed.

The grating spun underneath her. The cockpit was barely ten feet of space between bunk and chair, but she fell most of it. She caught at the chair with both hands, and her knees collapsed as the whiplash reminded her that falling in any way was an intolerably bad idea.

When she managed to open her eyes again, a red mist clouded her vision, and the sharp taste of iron lingered on her tongue. Her chest tightened, and the black spots of panic and oxygen deprivation clustered around the edges of her eyes.

The drawer was right there.

“…but I’m right here where I’ve always been…”

She dropped into the chair just as her fingers closed around the plastic tube on top of her medical kit, and that first spray in her mouth and throat tasted like foul ambrosia. At the second, she aspirated it properly and felt her chest beginning to open up again.

“…and you’re out looking for—”

With a smirk, Maggie cancelled the stereo. Silence swept in, as soothing as the low light. Trust the damn stereo to keep playing even through—whatever that had been.

She took another hit off the inhaler, then set it on top of the console. The burst blood vessel in her eye blurred and pinked the lights. Maggie had paid extra to do the disaster simulations when she’d gotten her license, and now she was grateful for it. The transport companies didn’t give a shit if the pilots died—if the cargo was damaged or lost, then who cared about the pilot too stupid to do their damn job? But Maggie had wanted to give herself a shot at living, back then. She’d had a plan, back then.

The plan had fallen by the wayside some time ago, but at least that part was about to pay off.

Maggie wasn’t a navigator or an engineer. Transport ships were fitted with the most basic of navigational computers, amounting to little more than the devices in a personal car, and the trade routes were long series of beacons. The computers just kept the ships following the right beacons. That was all they were designed to do.

Follow the lights, Sam had always said. Follow the lights, and they’ll take you home.

But Maggie had been running late. And the lights had taken her in a great curve around this section of space. Why not go through it, she’d thought. Calculate the line between the two ends of the curve that cupped this territory, and keep the ship flying straight. Any idiot could do it, and it would shave five weeks off the trip

“Should have just followed the fucking lights,” Maggie growled.

She couldn’t tell exactly what had happened. Out of the endless silence, her comms channel had come to life. A tinny voice had said something, maybe several somethings, then gone quiet. Then it had happened again, and then again.

And then—

It felt like an asteroid had hit her, but that would have completely destroyed the ship. Even a sideswipe from a passing object would have ripped the cargo from its holdings and breached the hull. But if Maggie was breathing, the hull wasn’t breached.

Had something fired on her? She’d never been in a war, but she’d done plenty of military simulations in her time. It had felt a little like those. A heavy punch to the ship, and system-wide destruction, but no loss of hull integrity.

But what was out here to attack her?

Nothing, that was what. A big fat nothing. No moons, no planets, no passing military vessels. It was just…deep space. Nobody’s territory. She’d crossed nobody’s border. There was nothing here to attack her—and yet it was the only thing Maggie could think of.

“Right. Right. Okay. Whatever.”

Whatever. Whatever had happened didn’t matter. She needed to find her bearings and get back to the trade route. She could figure out what had hit her, attacked her, exploded, whatever, once she was safe.

The navigation sensors were fried and telling her nothing. The black box tried to respond, but the readers were bust. The atmospheric sensors in the hold promised a quick and painless death if she left the cockpit without a mask. The engines were out, with only two thrusters running on batteries, and the fuel pressure was abnormally low. She’d sprung a leak.

Holding her head in her hands, Maggie realised the awful truth.

The only thing still working was the hull. There had been no hull breach, and that was the only reason she was alive.

And everything she needed to stay alive? The oxygen recyclers, the engines, sufficient fuel to get back to the trade route, the navigation computers to avoid another hit that would finish her off? All gone. The only electrical systems left running were off the emergency batteries and not designed to last long, and if she’d been attacked, maybe that was why she hadn’t been destroyed. From the outside looking in, the ship was gone. Maggie was floating in a husk, in deep space and alone.

For a brief moment, despair eclipsed her. Why not just open the cockpit airlock and walk out into the toxic air fouling her cargo hold? Hell, why not open the external airlocks and let the vacuum of space crumple her and her ship up like snotty tissues in a fevered fist? There was no way out. She didn’t have the skills, the knowledge, or the equipment, to make any of these lights stop flashing. She was dead. Maggie drew her boot back—and savagely kicked the console.

A crackle of new pain, hot and indignant, flashed up her foot.

“Get it together,” she snapped and turned the stereo back on. She skipped past “Moon Landing” and the rest of the Roche Limit album, and eventually settled on Rixi’s less popular, but far better song, “Get A Move On.” Maggie wasn’t some damsel in distress. Nobody was going to ride in on a white horse to save her. She needed to save herself, or die trying.

She emptied the medical kit and made quick work of the painkillers. She tucked her inhaler and the refills into the pockets of her combats and switched off all the lights but the most urgent. There was no way she could repair the engines. Maggie had passed the bare basics of engine maintenance—oil, coolant, fuse changes, and jumpstarts. Actual damage? No chance.

But the solar batteries were an option. She just had to get near enough to a star to charge them, hang in a distant orbit for a couple of days to do it, then try to jumpstart the engines from them. And if that didn’t work, vent the atmosphere out of the hold and use that to push back towards home.

If she was very, very lucky, the trajectory wouldn’t be interrupted, and she’d be able to drift back into range of a trade route.

Into range of some help.

Maggie had always worked well with a plan. No matter what happened, it was plans and lists that had gotten her through it. The day she’d refused to sign the identity paperwork? She’d made a plan of how to reshape her life if her decision cost her what she thought it would. The day Hélène had left? She’d made a list of how to win her back.

And now? She’d make a list of what to do.

Step one had to be the solar batteries and the oxygen recyclers. She could use the functioning thrusters to steer closer to a star, and then work on the recyclers. The batteries were fitted under clear plastic to the outside of the ship and would charge themselves just fine without Maggie’s interference.

Gradually, the hum of the thrusters turning the great mass of a ship under Maggie’s boots began to permeate her drug-induced haze, and she fumbled for the switches for the radiation shields, silently praying their motors hadn’t been damaged. The telltale whine of disconnected levers pierced the cockpit like a pneumatic drill—but one of them grunted, and the port shield began to lift.

Maggie rested her head on the console for a moment, reciting a prayer in her head. She’d been a lax believer at best and hadn’t been to a prayer service since Hélène had wrinkled her nose and asked if there was any point, but the memories had never left her. She could remember the rush and roll like it was yesterday, as if her mother’s voice had been imprisoned in her head for all these years, teaching her the words until she learned them properly, over and over again.

Bitterly, Maggie supposed she was probably praying for something she didn’t want to pray for, but to hell with it. There were no gods in deep space.

A shimmer of light began to show between the bottom of the great portside viewing window and the sluggishly rising shield. Maggie could have cried. Light. Bright, unyielding, intense starlight. More than enough to charge the batteries. Hope.

And then, she squinted against the brilliance.

There was something out there.

A shape, puncturing the bright disc of reddish light and haloed against the softly dying star. For a moment, fear seized her—and then the silhouette became clear, and she breathed out again in a long, relieved rush. A solid blackness in the shape of a shotgun cartridge, as familiar to Maggie as if it had been her own. The same outline as all the others, for longer than Maggie had been alive.

A cargo ship.

Her heart soared in her aching chest, even as she fumbled for the camera controls with shaking fingers. A ship. There was another ship out here. Help, rescue, supplies, something.

The zoom clicked over, and she scrolled along its hull, searching, scouring, seeking—

The designation swam into blurry view, and Maggie’s heart—in her throat, solid with hope and anticipation—froze into a lump of ice.

EU-404.

The Swift.

But to everyone else—to the press, to the search and rescue parties, to the families of the lost, to Maggie—she had a different name. A name from ancient mystery, from near-myth, from another ship in another time, centuries ago, with sails and sea instead of shields and space.

A ship that had disappeared, just as she had.

“The Mary Celeste,” Maggie whispered.

She lifted a hand and pressed it to the glass.

“Hélène.”


Chapter Two

“Hélène.”

The name, still the most beautiful sound in the world, hadn’t belonged to an especially beautiful woman. She’d been striking, almost handsome, rather than pretty in any way, but she had been brilliant, like a blazing star bursting into life before an admiring audience. A genius, and nothing short of it. Maggie’s entire world had revolved around her.

And Maggie’s entire world had vanished without a trace. Five months ago, EU-404 had docked at Barrane for refuelling as scheduled. Her computers had registered at the junction between Route 531 and Route 348 four weeks later, bang on schedule.

But she never arrived at Razenholm.

It was a new colony on the very edges of inhabited space. EU-404 should have travelled along Route 348 for three weeks before turning off at the Tyrabin station and heading out along the lonely, brand new Route 600. The only route to and from Razenholm.

She never arrived. Nobody knew if she’d passed Tyrabin or not, but she never made contact. She never made contact with anyone again after leaving Route 531. And nothing had ever been found of her.

And yet, there she was.

Maggie’s throat closed up, and a savage stab of grief stuck her in the chest. The ship’s radiation shields were down. She couldn’t tell if there was life on board, or if it was nothing but an empty husk like hers. Had she been there days? Weeks? Months? Had she been dragged off course, or taking a shortcut? Had she been attacked like Maggie, or had she flown there under her own power?

Could she fly?

Maggie shook herself and returned to her list. Survival first. Hélène…a close second.

“Computer, open a hailing channel.”

“Channel open.”

“Message. CW-333 hailing EU-404, please respond.”

“Error. Message not delivered.”

Silence met her, and Maggie bit her lip.

“What? Repeat message. CW-333 hailing EU-404, please respond.”

“Error. Message not delivered.”

“Message. EU-404, this is Maggie McLean of the Ganymede Logistics Corporation in CW-333. I am in need of assistance; please respond.”

“Error. Message not delivered.”

At the third error, Maggie squashed the swell of anxious nausea in her stomach and tweaked the angle of the thrusters. She could get close. Very close. Comparatively, this was a very small and thus very manoeuvrable vessel. She could hug the Mary Celeste’s underbelly, and if she wouldn’t or couldn’t respond, find a way in.

And maybe find help inside.

Maybe find Hélène.

Decision made, Maggie set a new course and began to rummage for supplies. Her ship wasn’t spaceworthy. The Mary Celeste was probably in better condition—or if not, there was no loss in dying aboard her than here. Maggie had to accept she might not be coming back.

So she packed away her medical kit, the ratty bag of personal items she’d dragged all over the galaxy, even her fluffy dice, found in the gap under the storage locker. Spare clothes, the rest of her inhaler refills from the head, ration packs, her music stick, the emergency oxygen tank from above the cockpit doors. Everything she could carry, everything she might need.

And, tucked right at the back of the storage locker, out of place but never out of mind, the ring. The one that matched the gold around Maggie’s third finger. The one that had been left on her kitchen counter two years ago.

Hélène’s ring.

She strung it back on its thin chain and dropped it around her aching neck. The gold was heavy against her heart, and she held it tight in her fist to warm it for a long moment.

All those months of searching, of hoping, of staring at the reports until they all blurred together into one huge question. And now there she was, the modern-day Mary Celeste, hanging just off Maggie’s port. The answer, at long last.

It was delicate work, getting close enough to see the scratches on the old hull of the bigger ship. A collision, even at low speed and drifting, would be catastrophic. But Maggie had no other choice. Without anyone responding to her hails, she couldn’t arrange for docking procedures. The landing bay doors were hidden under the radiation shields, and the only entry points left were the maintenance airlocks.

Which meant a spacewalk.

Primarily a safety design, radiation shields were dense and impenetrable. It could take seventeen hours to laser or drill through even a low-quality shield, and after the Sorensen disaster, maintenance airlocks had become the new safety points. Maggie had only been nine or ten at the time, but she remembered the horror of it. A crew of two hundred and fifteen wiped out by a failure in the oxygen recycling system. They’d suffocated, slowly and painfully, clawing at their throats and the poisoned air, while their rescuers had drilled for hours through what had eventually become the door to a tomb.

And it had been too late.

Some of the bodies had still been warm.

So, maintenance airlocks had become exempt from the shields. The corridors inside were rebuilt in denser metals and the workers forbidden to use them without suits, but the airlocks themselves lay in holes in the shields, accessible even when the rest of the ship was wrapped in that protective layer.

And, crucially, they could be unlocked from the outside.

The deadbolts were operable from both sides of the doors, to allow rescue crew to gain quick and easy entry. To avoid, ultimately, another Sorensen. Manual locks could only taken over by the computers in the event of someone using the airlock. If the inner door hadn’t been sealed and the atmospheric pumps engaged, then Maggie would be able to unlock it from her side.

She’d be able to get in.

Sure enough, Maggie found an airlock about halfway along the belly of the Mary Celeste and managed to turn both thrusters against one another to stabilise her own position. Then she popped the final painkiller and eased up from the pilot’s chair.

A spacewalk with whiplash and bloodied vision. Maggie wasn’t a fan of spacewalking at the best of times, and she had to pause to throw up in the head one more time before dragging the suit out of its locker.

“You better be home, Hélène,” she muttered sourly.

The cockpit was designed to withstand a hull breach in any other part of the ship. It was little more than a studio flat for the pilot and navigator, with a small head and a heavy airlock for a door. The door made coming and going tiresome and uncomfortable, so—like most shutters—Maggie rarely left. On a solo flight, it was comfortable enough. She’d stretch out on the bunk with her music, flicking through books and comics on her reader and whiling the days away with Adventures in Asturias or a season or two of Jerusalem’s Days.

But, of course, the function of the cockpit would be rendered moot if there was no way for the pilot to transition from an aerated space to a vacuum. So a space suit was always kept in the emergency locker behind the door. A very old, never used spacesuit. Maggie had bought it and taken it from ship to ship over the last three years. Only someone who was suicidal would rely on the spacesuits provided by logistics companies. If the ship ruptured, their cargo would be lost anyway, so what did they care if the pilot died too?

She climbed into the old and heavy suit with shaking limbs. The archaic design had nothing in common with the sleek military ones she’d been used to as a cadet for her simulations, but it worked. Maggie trusted it, and the mask. Though the pain in her head refused to ease, the cut had stopped bleeding. The stench of vomit wasn’t so noticeable anymore. And she didn’t have much of a choice. The Mary Celeste might not be capable of flight either, and might not have anything to help her repair the leak or refuel. But if she stayed here, she’d die long before anyone found her anyway. So why bother waiting?

And maybe, just maybe, Hélène would be there.

Spacesuits were awful, uncomfortable things. They squeezed tight like wetsuits, and the gloves made her fingers thick and clumsy. It didn’t help with the concussion. She felt drunk as she eased into the airlock, sealed the door shut behind her, and waited for the green light to tell her to open the other side. And she heard Hélène’s laugh echoing in her head, calling her stupid, when she took a deep breath before opening it.

Her suit sensors immediately told her that while there’d been no breach on this side, there’d been a gas leak. Carbon monoxide levels were unacceptably high, and Maggie kept her mask sealed as she sluggishly walked down the long, narrow gantry above her cargo hold to her own maintenance airlock, now perfectly positioned underneath the Mary Celeste and her own. The torching kit hung next to the door, ready and waiting.

Maggie sealed the internal door behind her, locked it, and sent up one final, half-forgotten prayer.

Just in case Ma had been right all along.

The green light flashed, and Maggie opened the door.

She couldn’t feel it—but she could. The pull as all the air in the lock with her was swept out into space. The way the torching kit around her neck was suddenly weightless. Space. Here it was, right here between her fingers. That unforgiving, uncaring void. The abyss that stared back.

She felt so—small.

There was nothing like it on Earth. No amount of simulators or training programmes could mimic this moment. The spaces between her fingers where there had always been air before. The way the suit, rather than the limits of her own body, kept her from breathing out too far. On Earth, the concept of nothing was a flimsy, pathetic construct. Nobody there understood what it truly was. When they spoke of nothing, there was still something. Here—

Here, a thin suit separated Maggie from true, terrifying nothingness. She was a crackling bundle of neurons pretending at personhood, a lump of carbon and chemical reactions, and nothing more. No soul, no miracles, no love. No Hélène, no Barrane, no B licenses and theory tests. No Sam and fluffy dice for luck. No luck. Only emptiness. Her own breathing was the only sound in the universe, and what did the universe care about protein strings slapped around calcium and carbon to create this dumb creature?

There were no gods in deep space.

Then Maggie stepped forward. The gantries were mere feet apart, and the ships were beginning to drift. The hooked handle of the Mary Celeste’s maintenance airlock was only just out of reach. Jump. Catch. Hold on for dear, dizzying life. Job done. And hope it worked—because there was no backup plan here.

She took a deep breath—and jumped.

The slam jolted the air from her lungs. She squeezed her fist tight around the door handle, clinging with everything she had as her body bounced and tried to float away into the deep space. Her stomach rebelled.

“No,” she grunted, as if to someone else. “No.”

She’d seen a man vomit in his mask once. It hadn’t been pretty. She hung there until the danger passed, then slowly opened her eyes and turned the handle. It took a lot of strength to open the door, the grinding of huge bolts vibrating silently up her shaking arm, and there was more of the red mist in her vision when the seal finally popped and it opened. So suddenly that her boots scraped and lost the gantry, and she hung for a dizzying moment in the yawning black of space, attached to the ship only by the locked grip of her right hand.

“Stare into the abyss, stare into the void, and hope you get a kiss before your soul is buoyed.”

God, what had that been? Some Green Generation song or something? She could hear Hélène whispering it in the night, low and intimate in the dark as they’d—

Maggie gulped. Her stomach turned. She swallowed a mouthful of sick and closed her eyes again.

Then heaved.

Both her stomach and her arm. Vomit splattered the inside of her mask and then cloyed in heavy droplets without gravity to drag it free. She coughed and fought to breathe through the fluid and the stench as she hauled herself—with all of her might—into the tiny, coffin-like space.

And slammed the door closed behind her.

By the time it hissed and sealed into place, sliding on its mechanical bolts and locking with a dull boom, the sweat was running down her back, her head pounding. She choked on her own vomit, drowning in putrid, blood-tainted bile. The black dots were back. Hélène’s hand was between her legs, hot and warm. She could just lie down, right here. Lie down here with Hélène. Couldn’t she?

No.

She gritted her teeth and waited for the sensors on her suit to go green as the door let out a dull thump behind her and sealed her in.

The sweet sound of the vents was a welcome relief. The sudden drag of a gravity field reactivating around her took her to the floor in a pile of pained limbs. The vomit coalesced in her lips and face and splattered her in disgust. The moment the lights turned green, she tore her mask off and threw up one last time.

Air.

Cool, refreshing, recycled air. She leaned back against the sealed external door with a groan, until the fog in her head cleared a little, then began to clumsily strip out of the suit. She used her gloves to try to wipe the sick from her face and hair, but without much success. The bandage had loosened, and she was bleeding again.

But she didn’t care.

She was aboard. Breathing. Alive.

And something had to be working on board, if the airlocks and gravity fields functioned. There was power. There was potential.

And hopefully, there was somebody home.


Chapter Three

There was nobody home.

The ship was on emergency power. The corridors spiralled out ahead of her, dark and foreboding, the blue lights winking like demons tempting her into the bush to be eaten, like Ma’s old stories. The only sounds were Maggie’s—her breathing, her boots on the floor, even her heartbeat getting louder and louder in her ears.

There was nobody there.

She walked through a ghost ship. Maggie had feared bodies, but there weren’t even those. There was absolutely nothing wrong, aside from the dark and the silence. Laundry baskets sat by chutes, still full of rumpled clothes. A food service unit still had a can sitting in its dispensing slot. A cleaning trolley stood halfway down one corridor, the mop propped up against the wall as though its owner was changing the water and would be back any minute. The floor was clean before the mop and grubby afterwards.

It was as if the people had just vanished into thin air.

The Mary Celeste—it was more appropriate than her real name—had had a full complement of crew when she’d last been seen. Two hundred and thirty-six. And there wasn’t a soul left.

Not that Maggie could exactly explore the whole ship looking for ghosts. Not only was she exhausted and in pain, but—to be perfectly honest—the ship was scaring her more than a little. The dark, the silence, the cold creepiness of it… Maggie wasn’t exactly easily spooked, but she held her inhaler all the way from the airlock to the command centre like it was a security blanket or a gun, not a cheap bit of plastic with half a canister of medication left.

The command centre was just as desolate. Someone had left their cardigan on the back of a chair. A coffee mug sat on the navigation console, a brown ring of filth left behind when the liquid had slowly evaporated. All the consoles were switched off, the darkness punctured only by the soft blue emergency bulbs. Blinking. Winking. But where they were soothing in Maggie’s cockpit, they were sinister here.

Where the hell was everybody?

It was like they’d just gotten up and walked out. As if they were in a briefing from the captain and would be back any second now. Maggie stared around the circular room that controlled the entire ship, usually fully staffed by the senior officers, and fought back the urge to drop into a chair and dissolve into panic.

“Right,” she said.

She had to figure out what was working. She had to know whether she had entered another tomb, or a free flight home. Maggie closed her eyes, took a deep breath, then exhaled and opened them again.

All ships were computer-controlled. With the airlock functional—and the gravity field, and the oxygen recyclers—the computer had to be working and switched on. Therefore it might also be able to tell her what else it could still operate. And if she could figure that out, then she could figure out how to get home.

So.

Computer.

She circled the room until she found what looked to be the main computer interface. She had to switch the console off completely at the base and then back on again to even get a power supply light, and then disconnect and reconnect the safety valves to get it to actually link up to the ship’s computer. Kneeling at the back made her neck seize up in a bout of fresh agony, and she realised too late that she’d badly sprained a wrist trying to open the airlock door. But the console eventually lit up, the computer access file opening automatically, and Maggie sank into the chair, exhausted.

What to do first?

She’d never been on board a ship this size, never mind in its command centre. Many of the file directories meant nothing to her. Some weren’t in English, Mandarin, or Arabic. Fucking Europeans. When she tried to talk to it, nothing happened at all, not even a bland non-recognition message. Some files were open to her, some demanded access codes, and some did absolutely nothing when she tapped them. At least, she thought grimly, the ship’s clock was correct.

“Great,” she muttered to the interface console. “You know when we are, but you can’t tell me where we are.”

She had to trust her own instincts on how she would have labelled them and very faint memories from her cadet training. Back before she’d refused to sign the identity papers. But those memories were faulty and tainted with anger and resentment, so she struggled to find anything of use. And the language barrier became more and more of a hindrance, even as she figured out where she needed to be to find her information.

If she could trust the indicator lights and international safety symbols, then there were no hull integrity failures, but also no engine function. The fire warning light flashed persistently, but she couldn’t figure out if there had been a fire and the power failure was due to safety restrictions, or whether something still burned. The battery lights showed them to be fully charged. Maggie could only assume—from her own ship, and therefore not the best litmus test given Ganymede Logistics and their fast-and-loose rules with international regulatory compliance—that it meant the ship was running on solar batteries.

But there were batteries. There was power. And the fuel gauge was showing half full.

Maggie could have cried. Fuel. Batteries. Supplies. She could run with this. Enough functioned that she could hopefully fix what didn’t—or rig some kind of workaround—and fly the Mary Celeste. It should work. Everything should work.

It didn’t answer where everyone was though.

And Maggie didn’t really know how to find out. She had vague ideas—the ship’s black box, the security footage, perhaps the ship’s log if it had been something they’d seen coming. But she didn’t know how to locate any of it. Roaming through the files, she tried to suss out what had happened here, but aimlessly. Her brain felt foggy again, and sitting down had caused a great wave of tiredness to creep over her. She pressed files randomly, searching through the mess of languages in vain hopes of—

Wait.

One file transformed the console into an array of scales that seemed to show atmospheric comfort. One was a temperature reading, another an oxygen level indicator. And in the bottom corner, a flashing number beside two little people. A man and a woman.

“Two personnel?”

That was impossible. The ship had had two hundred and thirty-six; she’d read the reports when it had disappeared.

Or did it mean—

The number was blinking, like a link. Cautiously, she pressed it.

Command Centre: 1

Recreational Area #5: 1

Life signs.

Maggie’s breath caught in her chest. There was someone on board. She was here. And someone else was in recreational area five.

Wherever that was.

She tapped out of the scanning folder and searched for a map. She had to read it several times to commit it to memory, then pushed up drunkenly from the console and turned on her heel. Step one was amended. Find the survivor. Find someone who knew this ship.

Maybe—

It wouldn’t be Hélène. The odds were too long. It was ridiculous to think it could be her, yet hope beat in Maggie’s chest along with her heart.

Two floors below the command centre, Maggie found recreational area five nestled amongst the personnel quarters and food areas. The first area to not look entirely abandoned, a couple of doors had been propped wide with boxes to prevent them automatically closing, and music faintly echoed down the long corridor. A potted plant by a fire extinguisher gleamed under the lights, bushy and covered in bright flowers. So obnoxiously alive in the midst of the deserted ship. A faint smell of baking wafted down. And the lights were on. Not the emergency lights, but the proper lights. Warm yellow glowing from the ceiling.

Someone was alive down here.

Hélène hadn’t liked baking. She’d liked plants though. And music. Maybe—maybe—

“Hello?” Maggie called.

The faint music answered her, but nothing more. She didn’t recognise it. Some rock ballad, by the towering crescendo that burst against the wall like a physical thing. She followed the sound, her head throbbing in time with the bass.

And there, around the corner, she came across a metal plaque on the wall.

Recreational Area #5.

It was cosy, cluttered with life. Artificially warm and smelling like fresh cake. Cushions. Beanbags. A coffee table covered in magazines. An enormous easel in one corner, canvas stretched tight on its frame.

And before it, a woman.

She had her back to the door and painted with her bare hands. Just a swirl of colour on the paper—blue, purple, red, orange—and coiled together in a black abyss. A nebula, Maggie guessed, or some…artistic explosion about postcolonial expressionism. She didn’t know. She wasn’t into that sort of thing.

“Hello?”

The woman ignored her. Tall and skinny, barefoot on the soft rug of the recreational area, bracelets glimmered on her wrists, and an anklet hung off her right leg. She wore a bright white headwrap, puffy around the crown with the effort of containing her hair. It took Maggie aback a little. She’d never seen a white woman in a headwrap—but then the woman turned to get more paint, and Maggie backtracked.

They might not be a woman after all. Their attire—loose jogging bottoms in a gentle grey and a tight white tank top—showed a distinctly masculine frame. A flat, hard chest below a short silver charm on a delicate chain. They weren’t white either. The dark blues and bright pinks of intricate, complex tattoos snaking up both arms in full sleeves, right up to the neck and jawline, and ghosting down into the confines of their clothes, combined with the pale cotton to highlight a darkness in their bare skin Maggie had initially missed in the cosy gloom of the recreational area.

They were—

She swallowed, suddenly feeling embarrassed. They were sensually beautiful, the sleek lines of their frame and tattoos blending with their art, yet offset by the hard frame and sharp profile that completely and utterly ignored her.

Well. Like hell. They were the only two people on board. Maggie wasn’t up for being ignored right now.

“Hey!”

The person continued to ignore her.

“I’m talking to you! There’s nobody else here.”

The stranger sighed and turned from the painting completely. They didn’t bother to look Maggie in the eye, instead reaching for some spare paper. They had fine black eyebrows above large black eyes and a prominent nose. Haughty and confident, in a way that had Maggie’s heart beating faster even as she fought to keep hold of her indignation.

“My name’s Maggie McLean, from the—”

The stranger finally turned bored eyes on her. Idly, they raised a thin wrist and tossed a ball of screwed up paper, stained with paint from their fingertips, at Maggie. It bounced off her shoulder, and she took a step back in surprise.

Then the person’s face changed.

From bored disinterest to a wide-eyed shock.

“Oh my God,” they said in a deep yet melodic voice. “You’re real.”

And then they launched clear over the table and crashed into Maggie.

Her neck exploded in pain. The floor tilted. Her stomach twisted in exhausted terror. She became vaguely aware of a voice in her ear, of arms around her neck, of a cry like a woman in pain that might have been her or might have been the stranger.

Of a tight, overwhelming, wonderful hug. Warmth. Human contact. The first in months.

And the strangest sensation of belonging.

That was the last thing she knew.


Chapter Four

Warmth.

Sighing, Maggie curled her fingers around the blanket and hefted it a little higher on her shoulder. Warm. Safe. The pain had dulled to a gentle wash in the background, and she felt clean again. She could hear a man humming ge—

Wait, why was a man humming in her cockpit?

She jerked awake, and a spasm of blinding pain brought her right back down to the bunk. No, not a bunk. A sofa. The humming stopped, and a rough hand stroked gently against her bare upper arm.

“It’s all right,” said the man in a gentle accent. It curled beautifully around the R, and thickened the T almost into a D. “I’m just cleaning your hair.”

Maggie blinked tiredly at the unfamiliar quarters. An open door. And across the corridor, the painting that the survivor had been working on.

Oh.

She wasn’t in her cockpit. And there wasn’t a man with her. Maybe. A person, anyhow.

“You—hugged me,” she croaked.

“Yes.”

The hand squeezed gently and then disappeared. Faintly, Maggie realised it wasn’t a sofa she was lying on either, but a kind of long futon, with no back at all. She could hear water sloshing gently nearby. A bucket?

“I’m sorry. I thought you were just a vision. My mind playing tricks, to feel a little less lonely.”

Their accent was heavenly. Soft, soothing. Maggie wanted to sleep to the sound of it, and never wake up.

“You…” She licked her lips and tried again. “You thought I was a hallucination?”

“Mm.”

“Oh. I’m not.”

“Ye-es, I’ve realised that now.” The voice was gently amused. “This might sting a little.”

A bolt of eye-watering pain shot through Maggie’s head, and she groaned. Medicinal alcohol. Or, hell, maybe the stranger had simply poured a bottle of scotch into the wound.

“How did this happen?”

“I don’t know. Something hit my ship.”

“Should have worn a seatbelt.”

“I was,” Maggie said petulantly.

“You’ll be all right,” they replied. “I’ve put a couple of butterflies on it to hold it a bit more closed. It’ll be a story to tell to get free drinks in bars one day. Not that I imagine you struggle with that. You’re gorgeous.”

Maggie blinked stupidly at the empty room.

“I’m—sorry?”

“Sorry,” the stranger said, and the futon rose slightly. Socked feet shuffled softly on the carpet. “Eight weeks alone, I’ve just been talking to the walls. They don’t really mind what you say.”

Maggie carefully eased over onto her back and stared. The stranger stood at the desk, packing spare gauze back into a box. The paint-spattered hands had been covered in latex gloves. A smudge of blood—Maggie’s blood—stained the brilliant white of the wrap.

“You, uh.”

The stranger looked up.

Maggie pointed to her own forehead, and the stranger frowned, lifting fingers to their temple in a mirror action—then caught sight of the smeared latex and smiled.

“Ah. Thank you.”

They unwound the wrap, revealing frizzy hair in a light brown shade that reminded Maggie of sand at sunset, a deep rose setting over a golden beach. It looked almost blonde in the warm light and was barely contained within a hairband. When the stranger removed that, too, everything escaped and sprang out into a buoyant halo.

Maggie’s throat tightened painfully.

They were—stunning. A myriad of contradictions. Warm, soft colours spilling over hard angles, a deep accent over a sweet tilt. She couldn’t quite catch her breath, yet she didn’t need the inhaler.

“You’re reassigned,” she blurted out, and the stranger rolled their eyes.

“Obviously,” they said, their tone a little waspish, and Maggie winced.

“I’m sorry. That came out wrong. Let’s—start over? I’m Maggie McLean. She and her. I’m a shutter.”

“Lídia Santa Rita. She and her. Cook.” The tone had softened, but the expression was a little more distant than it had been before.

“You’re a cook?”

“Yes. And I always come with a lot of first-aid equipment,” she added. “Too many cooks like to put their hands in ovens and pick up metal trays at three hundred degrees.”

Maggie laughed unexpectedly, and groaned as her head throbbed. Lídia smiled faintly as she closed the box and tossed the headwrap in a handbasket. The room must have been her quarters, or at least her adopted ones. She moved over to a storage locker, slid the door back, and opened a set of drawers inside. White fabric was lifted out, and Maggie stared as Lídia stripped off her tank top without a hint of shame, threw it aside, and slid a new one into place. The tattoos snaked all the way down her back and disappeared below the waistband of her joggers.

“Would you like a change of clothes too?”

“Please,” Maggie said.

She was given a baggy T-shirt and a pair of joggers, and turned her back to hastily strip and put everything back on. Years of gawking from potential partners had left her more than a little body-shy, and she rarely went naked even in the privacy of her own cockpit. The idea of Lídia seeing what Maggie had was…bad.

“You’ll need to eat,” Lídia said. “Come with me.”

Her hand was soft on Maggie’s wrist, and Maggie felt as though she was being towed gently through warm water rather than walking anywhere. She drifted under Lídia’s guidance, absurdly trusting.

The canteen was only a few doors down the corridor, and before Maggie knew what had happened, a cup of sweet mint tea sat between her palms, and Lídia was squeezing her good wrist. The tea smelled like her grandmother’s house. From far away—twenty-five years, at least—Maggie could hear her grandmother singing while she brewed another pot. Why hadn’t Maggie learned Marmar’s language? Why had she been so arrogant as to forget? Why had she thought she could—she should—walk away from her own heritage?

“You need to drink it.”

“Sorry.”

“It’s all right. You’ve obviously had a bad day.”

“No kidding,” Maggie mumbled.

“Are you vegetarian?”

“No. Uh. I’m allergic to shellfish. And I don’t eat pork,” Maggie said.

“That’s fine.” Lídia smiled, and Maggie’s stomach tightened in a wholly different manner than it had before. “There’s always other options. What do you think of potatoes?”

“I, uh, don’t like their position on cyber rights?”

Lídia laughed, the deep roll musical, and Maggie sank into it gratefully. She laid her head on the table and closed her eyes, and felt rather than saw Lídia leave her side.

How long had it been since Maggie was simply…with someone?

Her shutter runs were always alone. Ganymede Logistics wouldn’t pay for a navigator when the computer did the basics on its own. And she had preferred it, preferred to wallow alone in her endless, fruitless plans to find Hélène rather than justify them to anyone.

Hélène.

Lídia reminded her of Hélène. The handsome face and somehow captivating demeanour. Maggie folded one hand over the other and rubbed the spot on her wrist that Lídia had held. How long since she’d been hugged? How long since she’d touched another human being? How long since—

Hélène.

That was how long.

Since Hélène. And Hélène had left her two years ago. Maggie couldn’t remember touching another human being, or at least not on purpose and not for long, since then. Her skin crackled as though it were frying where Lídia’s fingertips had grazed it. The hairs on her arms stood on end. She wanted to push up from the table and follow Lídia like her shadow.

Lídia had been all alone for eight weeks, but hadn’t Maggie been alone even longer?

“I’ll make migas,” Lídia said. “The crew loved it. Lots of Iberians. I can make it with beef sausage instead of pork—between you and me, I don’t think it tastes much different…”

Maggie opened her mouth. She wanted to ask what had happened. She wanted to ask where everybody was. She wanted to ask what Lídia knew about the ship’s systems, and their route before the Mary Celeste had vanished.

She didn’t.

Instead, she said, “Talk to me.”

“About what?”

“Anything. Everything. You.”

“Not much interesting about me.”

“You are,” Maggie said with simple conviction. “You said lots of Iberians on board. Are you Iberian?”

“Portuguese.”

“That’s Iberian.”

“And Portugal should be independent. I’m Portuguese.”

Maggie winced. “Sorry. Um. Anything else?”

Lídia chuckled. “I’m joking. My father is a separatist. Me, I’ve fucked enough Spanish girls to like Iberian just fine. Hmm. I suppose Tarisi was interesting. Have you ever been to Tarisi?”

“No,” Maggie mumbled.

“Well, I was between postings there. And I was seeing this woman, a sort of casual thing, but we met in this club…”

Maggie drifted. Sleep pulled at her. The warm canteen, the sizzle of frying beef sausage, the scent of freshly cooked food—it all settled over her like a blanket. The weight of it on her shoulders drained away the pain, and the darkness under her eyelids was devoid of little blue lights. Words washed by her in a river, stroking through her hair and over the shells of her ears. She sank, and the thought crossed her mind to fight it. To eat and work, to eat and save them both from the abyss.

But another abyss beckoned.

Sleep.

Its call too tempting. Maggie dissolved, sighing one last time before her thoughts spiralled away from her.

And Lídia danced.

Lídia in a nightclub, dancing in her little tank top and a pair of painted-on leather trousers. Her tattoos moved like they were alive, and the sweat glowed on her skin like she was a siren underwater. She was irresistible. Her hair bounced and her shoulders popped and she flowed and jerked and flowed again, the embodiment of life.

But the tank top turned into a short-sleeved shirt, and she had a basket. A job. She was collecting bottles and gas canisters off the sticky floor. Between ships, this tedious bar job between postings. She wiggled as she worked, and all the eyes in the club were on her. They usually were. She usually didn’t notice much.

A man arrived. He approached her with two hundred standards in his hand and whispered. He looked embarrassed, and Lídia laughed at him. She took him by the hand, like she’d taken Maggie, but she didn’t lead him to migas and tea. She led him to a corner, to a spare seat between two couples making out, and climbed into his lap like she owned the place. He put the standards in her waistband, and she shook her head, so he unzipped her trousers and put them lower.

It was a lap dance. The wiggle on the dance floor with her basket had been nothing. The sensuality, the sleekness, the sexiness—Maggie stared. Captivated. She wanted to hold her. She wanted to touch her. She wanted to feel Lídia’s skin slide against her own, wanted to watch the tattoos ripple under her hands, wanted to follow the heat and hedonism—

She moved.

Maggie didn’t know where she’d been. She saw herself as an echo. The man’s girlfriend had found them and was shouting, but Maggie was shouting too. She slapped the man at the same time as the girlfriend—and then she had the cotton of Lídia’s work shirt in her fists, and the kiss was like catching fire, from the mouth outwards.

It was like holding liquid gold in her hands and never feeling the pain as it scoured her bones away.

She dissolved.

Everything dissolved.

Maggie blinked awake in the darkness of the canteen, a real blanket over her shoulders and a pillow under her head, and stared dumbly at her left hand, resting on the tabletop. Naked skin stared back. In the dream, she hadn’t been wearing the wedding ring either.

But in the dream, she’d never had one.


Chapter Five

She took a shower in the morning.

Fresh water was rare on small cargo ships like Maggie’s, but properly crewed vessels had risked mutiny in their early years when they’d tried to go without real washing facilities. Nobody liked sonic cleansers, and it had shown. Violently.

So The Swift not only had showers, but good ones. Amazing ones. The high pressure and hot water drummed on Maggie’s skin like a massage. The pain in her shoulder finally eased under the abuse. The ache in her jaw and neck relaxed in the steamy head. And when she stepped out, she discovered Lídia had slipped in at some point and left her a towel. Huge. Fluffy. Still warm from a dryer.

It was like heaven.

She felt human again, and even the foul taste of her daily inhaler wasn’t enough to dissipate her mood. As she stepped into the little room she’d picked next to Lídia’s to find more clean clothes waiting, Maggie’s spirits lifted for the first time in months. She wasn’t alone. There was hot water for real showers and freshly cooked food. And company. There was company.

She hummed as she dressed. Breakfast, then she’d get to work. Find out what had happened here, and how to get them back to safety. Lídia might not know much and have been helpless on her own, but Maggie could change things. Maggie could save them.

She stepped out into the corridor and immediately knew where Lídia was by the smell. Bread. She followed it back to the canteen and found Lídia in nothing but a pair of white knickers and a pale pink T-shirt, pounding dough on the counter with a rolling pin as though it had personally spat on her mother and drowned her kittens. Her arms were coated in flour to the elbow, and she offered Maggie a wide smile and a cheery, “Good morning, princess!”

“Er,” Maggie said. “Hi?”

“I take it you enjoyed the shower, by the length of it?”

“Yeah. No water showers on my ship.”

“That’s inhumane,” Lídia said in an oddly serious tone, then smiled again. “You should have called, I could have come and washed your back for you.”

Maggie coughed. “Um. Thanks for the towel. And the clothes.”

“Pfft, clothes. It’s warm enough,” Lídia said, throwing a cheeky grin over her shoulder. “You could have come out naked, you know.”

Maggie smiled, feeling a soft heat rising in her cheeks. “I didn’t think you’d appreciate it.”

“Oh, sweetie. You’ve got a lot to learn.”

Maggie ducked her head with a grin.

“Human beings are at their most beautiful naked,” Lídia said airily, turning back to the dough she was beating into shape on the counter. “I think the temperature should always be ten degrees higher, and everyone at their most honest.”

“Some people don’t like what they see when they look down,” Maggie said.

“Nobody said they have to look down,” Lídia retorted and glanced up once more. “You definitely don’t have anything to be shy about.”

Maggie snorted. Sure, because Lídia would know what Maggie had. She sank into a chair, was immediately provided with a cup of the sweet mint tea, and waited until the dough had been subdued and was being rolled into lumps. Future buns, going by the size of them.

“I had a dream about you,” she said.

“Oh?” Lídia flashed her a sly grin. “And what was I doing in your dream?”

Maggie’s cheeks warmed. “Uh. You—er. Nightclub.”

“Was I dancing?”

“Yes.”

“Was I good?”

“Yes.”

“Definitely a dream, then, darling.” Lídia gave a little hip shimmy. “I can shake it around just fine, but I’m no dancer.”

“You were giving someone a lap dance.”

“Definitely not.” Lídia’s laugh was almost giddy. “Was I wearing all my clothes?”

“Yes.”

“Shame. I know a gorgeous club on Tarisi. You have to leave all your clothes in the cloakroom. No secrets! Just you and your ink and your sweat, shaking it in the strobe lights.” She did another little wiggle, then tossed a wide smile over her shoulder at Maggie. “You’d be the star attraction.”

“I don’t think so,” Maggie said.

Lídia chuckled. “Do they make them prudish in your neck of the woods, then?”

“No, that’s just me.”

“Well—” Another mint tea appeared in front of her. “Just you is just fine.”

Maggie coughed awkwardly. Lídia’s fingers lingered on hers when she took the cup, and they dragged on Maggie’s skin like Lídia didn’t want to let go. Maggie ducked her head, hiding behind her eyelids like always, and breathed in the scent of the mint. Her grandmother’s home. The cherry trees at the bottom of the garden looking out of place with the kookaburras laughing in the boughs. Maggie’s shelter from the rest of the world. The place where she was loved, when the rest of the world goggled at her like the star attraction in a freak show.

“This smells like home,” she whispered.

“Oh?”

“My grandmother loved mint tea. She said it purified and kept the bad things away.”

She hadn’t just been talking about toxins and cancers either. Maggie’s heart ached a little. Ma had been fierce pride and clenched fists. Marmar had been mint tea and quiet perseverance. Maggie had taken after Ma, but sometimes she wished she had the ability to be more like Marmar.

“Did it work?”

“No.”

“Maybe she was buying the wrong brand.”

“She made it,” Maggie objected. “She had a mint garden. She never bought a teabag in her life.”

“Oh, my kind of lady!” Lídia cheered. “I’d love a garden, but I grew up in the city. No green space for miles. Not like you Commonwealth brats.”

Maggie blinked. It wasn’t what she’d expected. Nobody ever believed her. The Commonwealth were white. Maggie wasn’t. Therefore, she couldn’t be a proper Commonwealth baby. Where was she really from? What was her real language? Why had she been allowed in, when there were poor white people here? That was what she was used to, even in cadets. Even with Hélène.

She hadn’t expected Lídia to go the other way.

“Commonwealth?”

“Your accent.” Lídia turned back to her dough, pried a lump free, and squashed it into a tiny bun for her greased tray. “I’m no good with Commonwealth accents though. Too many of them. I’d only offend you if I tried to guess which part.”

Maggie opened her mouth and slowly closed it again.

“Am I right?”

“I—yes.”

It was cutting too close. If Lídia scraped any further, then Maggie would start saying things she didn’t want to say. She clenched her jaw and wrenched the conversation away from herself.

“What happened here?”

“Mm? Oh, these are just—”

“No, here. As in, the ship. The crew.”

Lídia shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?”

“No. Do you want something to eat? These won’t be ready for a while.”

“Uh—”

“You should eat,” Lídia said decidedly, as if Maggie had answered. “I can make almost anything you want; Lord knows nobody else is going to eat it. But if you’ve got a sweet tooth, then—”

Maggie held up a hand, frowning. “How—how long have you been alone here?”

It was as good a start as any.

“Eight weeks and three days,” Lídia said promptly as she rummaged pans out of various cupboards. Her hair was loose, and she began to pull clumps of it back into clips. She opened a drawer and retrieved another white wrap. It wasn’t fine silk or cotton as Maggie had originally thought, but very heavy linen. Lídia wound it expertly around her head, leaving every curl covered. “Not that I’ve been counting at all.”

“And you’ve no idea what happened?”

“No. Do you have a sweet tooth?”

“What? Um, no—well, not really—”

“Oh dear, we’ll have to see to that. How about a dark chocolate with some churros to dip? Another favourite around here. Sweet, but not saccharine. There’s some frozen, so you don’t have to wait for me to do the dough.”

“Sorry,” Maggie said, pushing her tea away. “I—never mind about breakfast. Please? I—I really need to understand what happened here. Where’s everyone else? I mean—this ship has been missing for months, it’s just drifting here—how did it even come to be here—”

“I don’t even know where ‘here’ is,” Lídia said, beginning to search through a large freezer. She was extraordinarily thin, all angles and joints, yet she moved as fluidly as running water as she moved about the kitchen. “I told you. I’m a cook. I don’t know what happened. Ah! Here they are.”

“What, you just woke up one day, and everyone was gone?”

Lídia’s eyes flashed. “Yes, all right? Now, we need to eat, so—”

“We need to find them.”

“Who?”

“Who?” Maggie echoed in disbelief. “The crew! Everyone else! There should have been— The last time the Mary Celeste—”

“The what?”

She caught herself. “Sorry. EU-404.”

“The Swift,” Lídia said. “Why would it be called the Mary Celeste?”

“It’s a nickname. The press gave it to you.”

“The press?” Lídia looked amused. “I wouldn’t have thought the press would be interested in us.”

“It’s one of the top stories every week since you all disappeared,” Maggie said. “Nobody just disappears. Nothing just vanishes.”

Even in space, in the famed abyss that stared back, people could be found. Trackers followed. Debris recovered. Nothing went where it wasn’t supposed to go, and nothing drifted too far from the wreckage of a disaster. Following forever might be beyond the powers of lowly shutters like Maggie, but not governments. Not corporations. They could find anyone and anything they’d ever known.

Except EU-404.

“One of the news outlets named you. It was like that ship from the nineteenth century, the real Mary Celeste. It was—”

She stopped.

The press had named it the Mary Celeste because of the lack of any kind of problem. Usually ships that went down in space exploded, or at least called for help before the end. The death knell was how long it took rescue to arrive. How long it took saviours to drill through radiation shields. But EU-404 had just gone. No sign, no struggle, no trail, no tracker, no debris, and no destruction. Nobody even knew when she had disappeared—only that she had.

That was why they’d named her Mary Celeste, after a ship that had quietly vanished rather than gone out in a blaze of fire and fury. But standing in the empty canteen with a single crewmember out of two hundred and thirty-six, Maggie realised with a chill how right they’d been. Her crew was gone. Just like her namesake. Disappeared into thin air, leaving everything in its place as if they were right around the corner.

“It was a sailing ship,” she said. “And they found it adrift in the ocean, with nobody on board, and everything in its place like they’d just gotten up and walked away.”

Lídia hummed absently.

“We have to find them. They could be out there, needing our help.”

Maggie had been focused on getting back to a trade route, but her priorities shifted abruptly. They had food, power, water. The sun that had framed them in Maggie’s port window would be enough to keep the batteries running for a long time. But the crew—who knew? Hélène was out there somewhere, and likely with far less than Maggie had right now. They could still be alive. They could still be saved.

“Eight weeks lost in space?” Lídia said doubtfully.

“They could have taken an escape pod. Or all of them. Found somewhere inhabitable. Or still be alive in the pods.”

The last one was unlikely, Maggie supposed. Escape pods were small, cramped, and minimally powered. Some ships couldn’t even detect a pod on their scans. Their power output would be too low. The odds of surviving eight weeks in an escape pod were low, but nobody would try. They would try to land them. Or get them back to civilisation.

“And how do we even find them?” Lídia said. “I’m not exactly a scientist, but even I know you don’t just switch the engines off and coast to a stop when you’re in space. We’ll have been careening around at full speed for eight weeks in any direction the universe wants.”

“I don’t know,” Maggie said in frustration. “But we have to try! We can’t abandon them!”

Lídia pursed her lips but said nothing. Maggie bit her own. Something wasn’t adding up in her head. How could Lídia simply not know? Why had everyone else gone, and not Lídia?

“What happened?” she whispered.

Lídia sighed. “I told you. I don’t know.”

“How can you not?”

“I went to sleep with crewmates, and I woke up without them.”

Maggie blinked. Lídia stared right back at her, expressionless.

“You really have no idea what happened?”

“No,” she said, a little tightly. “I told you. I’m a cook. I don’t know how this ship works, where we are, or how to find any of the answers. I was lucky the basic systems were functioning. I’ve kept myself alive, and waited. And you’re the first person to come.”

“Basic systems include the kitchen?” Maggie asked doubtfully.

“Of course they do.” Lídia snorted, rolling her eyes. “The point is that the crew can survive until help comes. And we do the longest of long-haul flights, so being able to feed two hundred and thirty-six people falls squarely under basic duties.”

Maggie blew out her cheeks and leaned up against the counter, rubbing her hands over her face, her brain running a mile a minute. Lídia had survived eight weeks on her own in this tiny corner of the ship. She didn’t know anything about its functions beyond the canteen. So Maggie was, in effect, on her own in having to operate a ship she’d never been in before. She would have to figure out, completely blind, where it had been and where it was going, and what had happened eight weeks and three days ago.

But she had to work with that.

There was no other choice if she wanted to find the crew.

Find—

“Did you know everyone on board?”

“Most of them,” Lídia said. “Do you want four or five churros?”

“Four is fine,” Maggie said, yielding to the pressure to have something to eat. It probably would help, she supposed. “Did you know Hélène LeFebvre?”

Lídia shrugged. “No idea. I knew most of them by sight rather than name—nobody wore badges. I’m terrible with names anyway.”

Maggie swallowed. “She was—she is a navigation officer. Tall, black, kept her hair braided with blue beads to match her uniform. She walked like she was on a catwalk and in slow motion, all the time. Like someone out of a movie.”

“Sounds pretentious.”

“She’s beautiful,” Maggie said coolly.

“Truly beautiful people don’t walk like they’re on a catwalk in slow motion,” Lídia retorted. “I don’t know. If you showed me a picture, I might remember, but a black woman with beads? Quite a few of them around, especially on this ship.”

“You’d have noticed her,” Maggie said.

“What’s she got to do with anything?” Lídia asked.

Maggie’s stomach clenched. That was the question, wasn’t it? If one were to ask Hélène—nothing. She had nothing to do with Maggie anymore. She didn’t want anything to do with Maggie anymore.

But Maggie couldn’t switch that off, couldn’t shut off how she felt and how lost she’d been without trailing along in Hélène’s wake.

“She was my wife,” she said. “And I’m going to find her.”


Chapter Six

They took breakfast up to the command centre.

Maggie had been living off microwave meals for weeks—there weren’t exactly supermarkets every three hundred thousand miles in space—and she usually skipped breakfast. But the smell of hot churros and the sweet grit of powdered sugar on her fingers were too tempting. So she yielded to Lídia’s nagging, on the proviso that they could eat and work at the same time.

For Lídia, eating was work. So she just shrugged and said Maggie could take her plate wherever she pleased. But she followed Maggie with her own anyway, a skinny wraith in the dark corridors. They felt less frightening with company, and Maggie was grateful for her chatty shadow.

The main computer interface remained up and running, exactly how Maggie had left it. The file names taunted her, but were defeated by one of their own crew as Lídia settled next to her, put her feet up on the edge of the console, and translated every title. Turned out they were all in Spanish and French. Maggie made notes on a scrap of paper she’d unearthed from one of the officers’ desks, and taped it to the side of the console for future reference when they were done. Admittedly, it would only help so much, but it was a start.

“So is Spanish your birth tongue?”

“Portuguese first, Spanish second. French third, I suppose.”

“You speak three languages?”

“I speak five.”

“Why?”

“European,” Lídia said with a shrug.

“Where were you from?”

“Lisboa. But I’ve not been back in years. Wanted to see the world, explore deep space, blah blah blah. Nothing to do with being a freak, obviously.”

Maggie cracked a smile. She knew that feeling. “Obviously.”

“Luckily, I’m a good cook, and everyone expects cooks to be a little weird,” Lídia said.

“Is that where you learned English?”

“No, that was school. What about you? Speak anything else?”

“No. I must have done once, but I only remember English. We left—we became Commonwealth when my older brother was accepted into the Commonwealth Security Forces.”

Thinking of Sam made her gut tighten.

“He was the first—” The first what? Outsider? Foreigner? Black? “—the first like him in more than a hundred years. He worked so hard for that. I wanted to be just like him. So I did. Beat his record. They accepted me when I was thirteen.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. You’re CSF?” Lídia grinned. “You’re a soldier? Hell-o, darling. Got your uniform?”

Maggie smirked. “No. Never qualified.”

“Really?”

“Mm.”

“Aww. Though you’re pretty kickass for ‘never qualified.’”

“Oh, I was good,” Maggie said, but dropped it there. “The cadet forces trained in English. Part of the pancontinental agreement. And I was— Nobody else in my intake was from— I was different. So I learned English properly, until I spoke it like a native. Better than them. But apparently my brain can’t hold many languages at once, so…”

Everything else was gone.

She could still recite Marmar’s prayers. Still hear the rolling calls echoing out of her dreams when she slept. Still, every now and then, waken from a dream and have some other word on her lips. But its music was gone from her conscious mind, and part of Maggie—the part that thought she was more than the other cadets had thought, the part that thought she was better than some rough drop-out over-principled shutter—missed it. Part of her missed the things she’d lost along the way. Her music. Her language. Her homeland.

But she’d drawn the line at losing herself.

“So you were a cadet, but not the military, and then you went and worked for—”

“Ganymede Logistics.”

“They English-only?”

“Yeah,” Maggie said. “I have a phrasebook on my phone for the stations I stop at, but otherwise, I never needed anything but English.”

“Never been on a big ship?”

“Nope.”

“Shame,” Lídia said. “I can talk about food in ten different languages, but I speak five. Four almost fluently. I’ve forgotten a surprising amount of my French.”

Maggie smiled, putting her empty plate aside.

“So if I grew up in Lisboa, what about you?”

Maggie paused.

She couldn’t remember much of life before the Commonwealth. She’d only been six years old when Sam had smashed through those barriers and made something of himself. And it had been pure luck all along. He was too young under Commonwealth law to be separated from his mother. Maggie was too young under international law to be left behind on her own. And Ma had worked fourteen-hour days at her cleaning job to pay the bribes for Marmar to come and join them.

But there were fragments. A school with bare earth floors and a pretty teacher with the widest smile in the world. Sam buying her a juicy fruit from a market stall with his last coins, just because she wanted it so desperately. Pa taking the strap to her when she’d asked for a doll for her birthday.

Maggie didn’t know what had happened to Pa. He’d never come to the Commonwealth. Nobody talked about him. She couldn’t remember his face.

Just his voice, and that he’d hated dolls.

“Nowhere,” she said.

“You can’t have been from nowhere.”

“We were,” she said. “The American war destroyed the countries, and then the cholera destroyed the cunts. You never hear that one?”

Maggie had heard it every day at training. Every single day.

“Must have passed me by,” Lídia said softly.

“We moved to Australia when the CSF took Sam. I lived in Sydney until I was thirteen, and I lived in military housing once they took me.”

And little by little, she’d forgotten who she was. She had shoved down her language until it disappeared, shut away her faith until it shrivelled, forgotten her home until the memories faded, tried everything she could to stop being who she was. She wanted to be like the other cadets. She wanted to be one of them. She didn’t want to be Maggie, be a freak, be an outsider. She’d done everything.

But she couldn’t sign on the dotted line.

“Things were different after that.”

Lídia’s fingers curled around Maggie’s good wrist, warm and soft. Delicate. The touch of satin and silk made Maggie’s lungs shake, and she pulled away. Groped in her pocket for her inhaler. Took a hit she didn’t really need, just to centre her dizziness around the foul taste and the cheap plastic.

“Let’s find Hélène.”

Maggie had been one of the best cadets in her intake. If she’d not been a freak, she would have been even better than Sam. But like many gifted students, Maggie had a drawback.

She was impatient.

And it was all too easy to get impatient with Lídia. Apart from being able to demystify the file structure somewhat, Lídia had been of no extra help. She wasn’t exaggerating with her ignorance of how the ship worked. She couldn’t offer any ideas of how to access any of the vital systems, or even what those vital systems were. Did the ship have a full complement of solar batteries? Don’t know. Did it run primarily off the fuel or the batteries? Don’t know. What type of propulsion system did it have? Don’t know.

She could tell Maggie that the fire safety protocols had been activated and that explained the emergency power. But what about an electronic override, or would they have to go down to the engine room and reset all the breakers themselves? Don’t know.

And, of course, what had happened to trigger them in the first place?

Don’t know.

Maggie sighed, stretched her feet out under the console, and raked a hand over her cropped hair, chewing at the problem as well as the last of the churros. She needed to find Hélène. She needed to get them—all of them—home. She needed to fix this ship to do it. And she didn’t have the blindest clue where to start.

How in the hell was she supposed to do this?

She must have asked the question out loud, as Lídia said, “Break it down,” as if she were answering a question.

“Sorry?”

“Break it down. What do you want to do?”

“Find the crew,” Maggie said.

“And then?”

“Find a way home.”

“Right,” Lídia said. “So what do you need to find the crew?”

Maggie snorted. “Some wild idea of where they are and what happened might help!”

“And what do you need for that?”

“How in the hell would I know?” Maggie snapped.

“Think,” Lídia insisted. She looked obscenely relaxed, her bare feet up on the console, lounging back in her chair like nothing was wrong. “You need to know when it happened, where it happened, and as much as possible about what happened, don’t you?”

“And you can’t tell me anything because you just woke up one morning, and they were gone.”

“Well, that’s your when. You only have a short window to look at. You only really have where and what to go. That’s two things.”

“Two huge things.”

“Yeah, but still two,” Lídia insisted doggedly. “And I’m not the only one here who can tell you the answers.”

Frustrated, Maggie snapped, “Oh, I’m sorry, did I miss the other people here? The computer certainly did. There’s just you and me—”

“And the ship.”

Maggie stopped.

Then groaned.

The ship. Of course. She’d even puzzled over it when she first arrived. That was why she’d been so keen to figure out the file structure. How had everything just leaked out of her ears like that? Man, she was dense.

“I’m sorry,” she muttered. “I’ve been a shutter too long.”

Lídia smirked over her remaining churro.

“My ship doesn’t tell me anything,” Maggie said by way of explanation. “The ship’s computer makes it operate normally, and it goes where I tell it. It doesn’t record things for me.”

“No cameras?”

“No.”

“But there’s a black box, right? I thought all ships had to have black boxes.”

“There is, but the crew aren’t supposed to be able to tamper with them, not on shutter runs. It’s for the company. For the insurance.”

Lídia frowned. “You can view it though?”

“No.”

“Oh.”

Maggie narrowed her eyes. “Are you saying I can view the data on this one?”

“I don’t know,” Lídia recited faithfully. “But I know you could on my last ship. The captain was charged with fraud after doctoring the black box to show reduced fuel consumption to get bonuses for the senior crew from the company. So he must have been able to view it and change the data somehow, right?”

“Same company?”

“Yeah.”

So it stood to reason the EU-404 had a readable black box too. And that Maggie might be able to view the information on it, if the captain had been able to tamper with the other one. But—

“It might not be any use,” she said. “It’s only data. It’s not like—a video or something. I’ve never had to analyse one. I might not even know what I’m looking at.”

“So start with the cameras.”

Maggie screwed up her nose. “Wouldn’t they have wiped their information by now?”

“No. It’s all stored until the end of a run. Then the company reviews it and wipes it.”

Her heart picked up. “So—so there’s video evidence?”

“There should be.”

It would take days to trawl through all those cameras. Ships—apart from personnel quarters—were subject to more video surveillance than the entire Chinese Empire. They were tin cans crammed with bored people who usually didn’t really like each other, and cabin fever was a huge crime driver. Of course they were videoed. Maggie just hadn’t expected them to keep the video, not for eight weeks and more.

So it would take days—but so what? Maggie had days. They had food, water, life support, toilet paper. If it took her days to search all those cameras and find the cause of the crew’s disappearance, then it took her days.

“Right,” she said. “So—may as well work backwards from when I came aboard. Until—”

Lídia snorted. “Don’t bother. All you’ll get for weeks is me wandering around my floor, and weeks and weeks of the emergency lights everywhere else.”

“I could miss the event. If—”

“Hello? Eight weeks and three days?” Lídia said. “Let’s put it this way. They put me out for my surgery at half past ten in the morning on the fourth of April. They must have done it, because I’m one infected wisdom tooth down. And by the time I woke up at about half nine at night on the fifth—everyone was gone. And it’s been that way ever since.”


Chapter Seven

On the morning of the fourth of April, there were people.

The camera feeds were saved in a series of files in a folder that Lídia had said was labelled ‘security,’ and Maggie hunched over the interface console to watch them. There were hundreds of cameras to choose from. Hundreds of people too. Having breakfast, reporting for duties, chatting, laughing, shouting, being human, being fine, all over the ship. She watched Lídia get up—her quarters really were opposite Recreational Area #5—and go up to the medical unit. She stopped to talk to someone on the way, leaning against the wall. The woman she was talking to kept touching her arm, and Maggie frowned. She found another camera to watch after that.

And so it continued. Ten o’clock. Eleven o’clock. Twelve o’clock. On and on and on. Hours of people just doing their thing, not a glimmer of anything strange in sight. Just existing.

By lunchtime, she’d managed to reach eleven o’clock in the evening of the fourth of April, and still nothing had happened. She told Lídia as much when she brought up a tray of sandwiches and vegetable crisps.

“There’s nothing happening.”

“Well, you obviously haven’t got there yet.”

Maggie rubbed a knuckle across one eye. “I want to skip ahead, but I don’t want to miss it.”

Lídia hummed.

“You were having dental surgery?”

She nodded. “Persistent abscess under one of my wisdom teeth. Three infections in three months, so the ship’s doctor finally said take it out. But I hate the dentist, so they knocked me out.”

“Lucky,” Maggie said. “I grew up on pain being proof of life.”

Lídia laughed. “Sounds like my mother.”

“That was my mother.”

Lídia smirked, putting her feet up on the edge of the console. She was wearing tartan slippers, red with a white fur rim, and Maggie raised her eyebrows at them.

“What?” Lídia said. “Going to report me to my supervisor?”

“I suppose not.” Maggie leaned back too, one eye on the cameras. “Who was the woman you were talking to the morning of your dental surgery?”

Lídia blinked. “You’ve been watching me?”

“It was a coincidence!” Maggie said defensively, and Lídia laughed.

“Sure it was. I don’t know. Can’t really remember. What did she look like?”

“White. Red hair. She kept touching your arm. A bit flirty.”

Lídia’s back stiffened. She coughed. “Oh.”

Maggie raised her eyebrows again.

“R-Rebecca.”

Maggie hesitated. Lídia didn’t say anything else. She focused on the floor and her breakfast, her shoulders set like she wanted to sink into herself.

“It’s…you know. S’fine,” Maggie said. “Um. You know. I’m married. If you’re— It’s fine to be gay.”

Lídia laughed thinly. “Yeah, that’s not—thanks. But that’s not—” She blew out her cheeks. “She had a husband.”

“Oh. Oh.”

“Mm.”

“Well…she clearly liked you.”

Lídia chuckled deeply. “She did. We shared sheets occasionally, but it was a casual thing. She was married to one of the maintenance crew. What about you?”

Maggie blinked. “What about me?”

“Your wife was on my ship,” Lídia said. “Means you haven’t seen her in a good few months. Surely you’ve got an itch to scratch?”

“Not everybody does.”

“You do.”

Maggie raised her eyebrows. “And how would you—”

“The way you look at me.”

She stopped mid-sentence, and let her jaw hang loose. Shit. Oh, shit.

“I look right back, you know.”

Lídia’s hand was warm on Maggie’s thigh, and she swallowed.

“You’re stunning. All that power. If you put on a uniform, you know, I’d do whatever you wanted. I love a girl in uniform.”

Maggie coughed as the hand squeezed.

“Married,” she croaked.

Lídia sat up and looked around in an exaggerated fashion. “Well,” she said after a long minute of scrutinising the command centre. “I don’t see your wife anywhere, and I won’t tell, so let’s assume she isn’t going to find out.”

Maggie smirked thinly. “She didn’t want to be my wife anymore.”

“No?”

“No. She left her ring on the kitchen counter the day she left me.”

Lídia’s knee nudged her own under the console. “Sounds like you’re free as a bird, then.”

She was. Maggie knew it very well. Lídia wasn’t wrong, and the itch had needed scratching a time or two since Hélène had left. There’d been a few anonymous faces. But nobody like Lídia. Nobody who’d done a better job than asthma of taking Maggie’s breath away. Nobody who’d made Maggie lose her voice by putting their hand on her thigh. Not since Hélène.

Not before Hélène either.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea,” she whispered.

She needed to find Hélène. She needed to focus.

Maggie pushed Lídia’s hand off her knee and focused on the cameras again. Still showing people buzzing around. It was quarter past two in the afternoon, but something was amiss. Everyone was moving. Everyone.

“What the—”

Maggie picked an especially tall man to follow, someone who stood out, and tracked him through the cameras. It was hard work, running up against the Spanish camera names again and again, but Lídia sat with her and patiently helped until he walked into view of a camera covering a long, wide hangar in the bowels of the ship.

It was crowded.

Packed, in fact. Maggie narrowed her eyes, calculating. Everyone on the ship had to be there, all gathering in one place.

“What are they doing?” she asked. “What deck’s that?”

Lídia squinted. “It’s the higher loading bay. It’s where the escape pods are. They must have been doing a drill.”

“A drill?”

“Evacuation drill,” Lídia said. “Every month, though the time and exact dates shift so you can’t predict it and you’ll respond properly.”

Maggie grunted, watching them all assembling into wobbly lines. Her almost-forgotten military training made her brain itch at the chattering crowd. They plainly knew it was a drill. They all stood about, hands in pockets, gossiping. Even the officers pacing up and down and counting people were relaxed. It was obscene. Where was the discipline? Where was the command structure? Even Maggie would have bawled out a junior cadet for such a crap display, and Maggie had always hated the bawling and screaming part of her training. But really. If anywhere called for it, a ship-wide evacuation did.

Well, almost ship-wide.

“Where are you?”

“Hm?”

“I can’t see you.”

Lanky Lídia, with her halo of hair and her tattooed skin, should have been obvious even on a poor-quality image feed. But she wasn’t here. Maggie was sure of it.

“What time is it?”

“Twenty-five past two.”

“I would have been in surgery.”

“But it’s a drill. Everyone has to evacuate, surely?”

“The medical unit did separate drills,” Lídia said. “Practice patients, see. They don’t want to be unnecessarily rushing actual sick people about. So when there was a drill, there’d be one nurse and one doctor on rota who’d not take part so they could look after any patients, and anyone working in a live theatre when the alarms went off was exempt.”

“Huh,” Maggie said.

“Never been on a ship with a medical unit?”

“No. And in CSF, everyone would evacuate.”

Lídia shrugged. “They always said if something went wrong, we’d not have time to evacuate anyway.”

Maggie rolled her eyes. A popular mantra, but she hated it. It was lazy complacency. Plenty of things could go wrong and leave time for—

“What the—”

The camera skipped. One minute, they were looking at a crowd of happy, chatty people—and the next, an empty hangar.

“The fuck?” Maggie muttered.

The time had jumped too. The first frame was twenty-seven minutes past two in the afternoon on the fourth of April. The second frame was three minutes to four in the morning on the fifth.

And the camera hadn’t recorded a thing in between.

Maggie frantically began to search the other cameras. And again, and again, and again—they skipped. The hours between twenty-seven minutes past two and three minutes to four were just…gone. She searched and searched, but every camera she tried, every camera she found, did the same thing.

Gone.

It was all gone.

“How could they all have stopped filming?” she asked stupidly. “How could they—”

But she knew how. There were only two options. Surveillance systems were not designed to be turned off. If they had been turned off, they had been manually disconnected to prevent the computers from automatically turning them back on again. The only scenario Maggie could picture for that to happen was a mutiny, and mutinies were messy. And EU-404 was anything but messy.

The other option was a total loss of power, including the backup generators, and there had been nothing to make the cameras work in the first place.

And neither made sense. If the cameras had been manually deactivated, then someone must have manually reactivated them too, and there was nobody here but Lídia. And if the power had failed so completely as to take out the emergency generators as well, why would it ever come back on at all? Either option required someone to do something. Either option couldn’t possibly be resolved on its own.

Biting her lip, Maggie sought out the cameras for the medical unit.

If Lídia was the only one here…

Maggie let out a relieved breath. Lídia was telling the truth. There she was, her halo of hair plainly recognisable on a white hospital pillow. Fast asleep at three minutes to four. She couldn’t have turned the cameras—or the power—back on.

“I told you.”

Maggie jumped. Lídia was leaning close, watching the feed with a blank expression on her face. Maggie felt heat rise in her own.

“I had to check,” she said defensively.

“I would too,” Lídia replied with a shrug. “But I’m not lying. I don’t know what happened.”

“What happened doesn’t make sense.”

Lídia sat back again, though her face remained a careful construct. Hurt? Anger? Fear? Maggie wasn’t sure.

“What do you mean?”

Maggie swallowed and shoved Lídia’s odd behaviour aside. “There’s only two reasons the cameras should have come on and off without the computer kicking in earlier. Someone turned them off, or the power failed. All the power. Including the emergency backup. And it didn’t come on again until three minutes to four.”

“So?”

“So both need someone to fix it.”

“Why? I mean—” Lídia waved a hand. “I get why the cameras. I’ve worked on enough ships to know I’m being watched. Turn ‘em off; turn ‘em on. But why the power? Maybe the generators just kicked in.”

“A total loss of power lasting nearly twelve hours? No way that’s just repaired itself,” Maggie said, shaking her head. “Someone’s fixed it.”

“There’s nobody here to fix it.”

It made no sense.

And yet it did explain one thing.

Total power failure, including the backup generators? Maggie knew what the order would have been. Evacuate. Get everyone safely into the escape pods, and retain only the engineering officers to repair the failure. Because no power meant no oxygen, no steering, no navigation, no nothing.

No power meant death.

But it also meant a slow one. There wouldn’t have been a panicked rush for the escape pods. There wouldn’t have been chaos. And it would have been seen as a better safe than sorry situation. Get everyone into the escape pods, jettison them, and wait at a safe distance until the word came that the power was back on and everything was safe again. Hell, Maggie had been in a couple of those evacuations herself. Safety-first evacuations. Nothing was really going to go wrong, but nobody wanted to be that guy who said so, just in case.

So they’d filed off the ship in an orderly fashion, fully expecting to return.

“At least we know what happened to some of the crew,” Maggie said. “Question is, where are the others?”

“What?” Lídia asked.

“Two hundred and thirty-six people on board, right?”

“Right…”

“At least—I don’t know—thirty? Forty? At least that many would have been in the engineering unit.”

“Uh-huh.”

“They should have stayed on board to fix the problem. Evacuate everyone who can’t help, in case it can’t be repaired, and retain the people who can fix it, right?”

“I guess so,” Lídia said blankly.

“So for…two hundred people, say, we know they should have gotten into the escape pods and left. But the other thirty-six?”

Lídia picked at her lip with blunt nails.

“Are you saying there’s thirty-five or so corpses lying around here somewhere?” she asked.

Maggie’s stomach clenched.

Oh.

Oh yeah.

She hadn’t quite thought of that.


Chapter Eight

When Maggie woke up, her head wasn’t hurting anymore.

Lídia had refused to do any more detective work after the revelation of some dead crewmembers aboard and had retreated to the kitchens. This left Maggie to study the cameras, once they’d come back on, and to try to find the—

Well.

The rest of the crew.

It hadn’t been a fruitful search. Video after video of nothing wore her down. Many of the cameras simply couldn’t see in the dark, being low-quality and not equipped with lights or infrared technology. She’d found nothing. And eventually she’d succumbed to hunger, eaten with Lídia, and they’d crawled into bed together.

“Just to cuddle,” Lídia had said. “Not to come, just to cuddle.”

The knowledge that they weren’t probably quite alone was daunting, and Maggie hadn’t argued.

So when she woke, there was a warm body curled up next to hers, and her head wasn’t hurting anymore. They lay in Lídia’s bunk, wide and comfortable, and her arm was low across Maggie’s waist. She’d tucked her face into Maggie’s neck. It was—

Maggie closed her eyes to stop the tears.

God, she needed this. Contact. Comfort. To cuddle in bed with someone. She’d missed it, more than she’d known. She’d missed Hélène, but—she’d also missed simple touch. Lying in bed together. Watching a film with someone’s head in her lap. The scratch of blunt nails in her hair. No talk, no emotion, just simply being in another’s company.

Her throat ached.

Her wife had been here, but Maggie was lying with another woman. Carefully, she slid out from under Lídia’s arm and headed for the door. The corridor was offensively bright, but Maggie knew it was still night.

Maggie had wanted to fly since she was tiny. She could remember playing aeroplanes with her brother, and always wanting to jump higher, faster, better than Sam did. She could remember building paper shuttles in boring classes. She could remember the day Mr Mbwenga, her first-year maths teacher, had called her back after class and told her that if she wanted to touch the stars, she had to stop dreaming about them.

“Dreams don’t take you to your destiny,” he’d said. “Hard work does. You can only do this if you stop dreaming about it, and start doing it.”

It had been the first time anyone had believed in her, and it had been the thing she’d clung to every night until the day she curled her fingers around the controls of her very first ship. Mr Mbwenga had been a retired pilot himself, discharged from the military after a devastating stroke had paralysed half of his body. But he’d talked about space in a way that made Maggie hunger for the abyss. He’d told her about the endless expanses of stars, about the beauty of nebulae through one’s own eyes instead of telescopes and pictures, about the silent shivering of a ship cruising at her lowest speed into sheer nothingness.

He’d not told her about being human in space though.

One of the strangest things Maggie had never gotten used to was the ability of the human body to know time, even when there was nothing to draw from. There was nothing to tell her it was still the middle of the night—yet she knew it. The silence was unchanged, the lights didn’t have some atmospheric mimicry programmed into them, there were no alarms to wake her, or people moving around on shifts to disturb her.

There was nothing.

And yet she knew it was night.

She walked down the corridor in a daze. Hélène had lived here. This ship had been her home for ten months. She might have walked this exact corridor, she might not. Somewhere in this maze of corridors were her quarters. And Maggie knew she ought not to go, knew she was only torturing herself, but—

But one of Hélène’s favourite songs was playing in the back of her head.

Do you still have my picture up on the wall?

Do you still think about me, now and then or at all?

Trust Hélène to like The Pixie Dancers. They’d always been a bit too cheesy-pop for Maggie, but Hélène had listened to them over and over again, and their songs were stuck in Maggie’s head just as much as Hélène was.

Maggie found a map at the end of the corridor that Lídia lived in. It was annoyingly simpler than the one in the command centre, devoid of things like maintenance shafts and secure access areas that common-or-garden crewmembers wouldn’t care about. It was devoted to quarters, recreational areas, and prayer rooms. And when she typed Hélène’s name into the console below it, a single room flashed.

Her quarters.

Maggie swallowed thickly. One floor down. She was just downstairs. No. She had been just downstairs.

She walked slowly, telling herself to turn back the whole way. She hadn’t spoken to Hélène since the day before the white picket fence had come tumbling down. She’d come home and found Hélène gone, her things gone, the only sign she’d ever been there the dark patches of dustless wood where her ornaments had been, and her ring on the kitchen counter.

She had no right to go to Hélène’s quarters.

And what would she learn from it? That Hélène was still Hélène, and she was doing fine without Maggie? She’d always been fine without Maggie. Hélène had been fine without anyone at all, and when Maggie had gotten too boring for her, too unambitious, too stubborn to sign the identity paperwork, Hélène had dropped her like dead weight and gone.

What would she find if she went into Hélène’s quarters? At best, everything she already knew. The way Hélène folded her nightclothes and shoved them under the pillow. Her collection of little cacti on her bedside table. Her spare glasses, shoved to the back of a drawer because she hated anyone to know she wore glasses at all.

And at worst?

Some other woman’s things, perhaps.

Maggie wasn’t a fool. Hélène was brilliant and ambitious. She picked people apart to study them. If someone interesting, someone unlike Hélène—someone like Maggie—had crossed her path since she’d left her ring on the kitchen counter, then there would be some other woman’s things in Hélène’s room.

That, more than anything, made her hesitate.

It didn’t make her stop walking until she was outside the right door—Quarters #42: H. LeFebvre. But there, she froze, her bare feet stuck to the floor, and she stared at the name on the sign until it blurred with tears.

Hélène.

To be so close to her, yet so very far away.

Where was she now? What had happened to her? Was she alive and well and waiting for rescue, drifting in her little pod somewhere, or was she gone for good, blissfully unaware of everything?

Maggie backed into the wall, staring at the closed door, and slid to the floor.

Hélène couldn’t be dead.

There’d been no damage to the ship. No sign of any disturbance. It couldn’t have been disease or accident, because Lídia would have died too, and there would be bodies everywhere. They had left the ship, and they had left on purpose. Hélène had been with them.

She had to have been.

Maggie didn’t know how long she sat there, simply staring at the door, but after a while, the shuffle of bare feet sounded in the corridor, and a warmth slid down beside her, quiet and unassuming. She took the mug of coffee Lídia offered, thick and strong in the Turkish fashion, and said nothing until the cup was completely empty.

Then she said, “We met at military college.”

Lídia stretched out her bare legs—smooth, sleek, and surprisingly ink-free—and stayed quiet.

“I graduated from the cadet programme at the top of my class, so they paid for me to go to military college before enlisting me. I’d been—” A freak. “—a fish out of water at cadets, but college was even worse. Kids like me weren’t smart. Kids like me didn’t have potential. Kids like me were there to fulfil a quota, and that was all. All the other kids resented me—except for Hélène.”

She’d been a quota. Queer and black at once? No way she wasn’t a quota. At eighteen, Maggie hadn’t been able to hide anything even with her clothes on, and CSF had plenty of physical programmes in their training courses that meant taking clothes off. Everybody knew what Maggie was, even if Maggie had never said a word. And everybody thought they knew why she was there. After all, people like Maggie didn’t even finish school. She was clearly too stupid to get into the advanced programmes without those quotas helping her out.

Shame nobody had told Mr Mbwenga and his dreams and destiny.

Those dreams and destiny had seen her selected for the cadets at thirteen. Those dreams and destiny had pushed her to the top of her intake. Those dreams and destiny had made her say, “Yes, sir,” when she’d been offered a chance to get a degree and become an officer.

Pilots needed degrees.

And Maggie was going to fly.

So she’d gone. A degree in applied astrophysics. It had meant potential. She could have had a glittering career with the military, gotten disgustingly rich with a private corporation, even been handpicked by the government to found new colonies. She would have, could have, flown wherever she wanted to go. The future had yawned before her, a million different possibilities all jostling for attention.

She’d never counted on the other students.

“Everyone else came from military families. They were all these kids who were so brilliant at maths and physics, but had never met another human being who wasn’t just like them. They’d never met someone like Sam. Someone like me.”

“And you were the freak,” Lídia said softly.

Gently, her fingers curled between Maggie’s on the floor between them. Maggie squeezed.

“For more reasons than you think,” she muttered.

Perhaps she could tell Lídia. Perhaps she couldn’t. Maggie knew better than to assume Lídia would understand because she was reassigned. Because somewhere along the road, Lídia had made a choice—and Maggie hadn’t.

“So tell me about Hélène.”

That was a little easier.

“Hélène and I were on the same course. I’d admired her since our very first day. She was beautiful, she was confident, she was brilliant. So clever. And she was black. She was like a beacon. I could be acceptable. I could fit in. I just had to be more like Hélène.”

Lídia made a small sound but said nothing. When Maggie tried to pull her hand away, Lídia only tightened her grip.

“She didn’t talk to me, of course. I wasn’t good enough yet. Then we went on this training programme at the end of the third year. Three weeks at a military camp with flight simulators every day, to get some experience of what it might be like if we joined the space corps. And in the showers, this other woman started to…make fun of me, I suppose. I suppose that’s what she thought it was. And I bit back.”

In a manner of speaking. The note on her disciplinary record didn’t quite use those terms.

“Good.”

“Hélène came and talked to me that evening. Sat up in my quarters with me until three in the morning, just talking. And then she kissed me when she left, and I—I just fell completely in love with her.”

“You must have been, what, twenty-one? End of the third year?”

“Nineteen.”

“Nineteen?”

“I told you,” Maggie said. “I was top of my intake. They paid for me to go.”

“I thought you meant at the normal age,” Lídia protested. She coughed a laugh. “You’re too good for me, Maggie McLean. I didn’t even finish school.”

Maggie smiled faintly.

“So you first kissed your wife when you were nineteen years old?”

“Mm.”

“So you’ve been married, what…a year?”

Maggie snorted. “Flatterer.”

“Honest! So you and Hélène got married after uni? During?”

Maggie shrugged. “We were together the whole of the following year. It’s a four-year course at CSF. We got married the day after we graduated.”

Maggie had been twenty. Twenty and a newlywed, married to the most incredible woman she’d ever known, and with the whole future laid out before her. She’d never known a human being could feel so happy—and never known the crash like it, when it came.

“We graduated, and they gave us the summer off. It was standard procedure. Have the summer to consider the options, then sign up. Military, space corps, or law enforcement. Hélène wanted me to join the military proper. She wanted me to be a military pilot. Become a commander or a captain. She said I could be anything.”

“At least she was right about some things.”

Maggie shook her head. “The military wouldn’t have me.”

She remembered the paperwork. The interview. The enthusiasm on the recruiting officers’ faces. The commander pumping her hand and saying she’d be a shoo-in. All she’d have to do was her medical exam, and there’d be no problems there.

Except there was.

Except there’d been an oversight when they’d come to the Commonwealth all those years ago. No matter. These things happen. Backwater little countries like that, mistakes get made. They’d pay for the application and the certificate, no problem. All Maggie had to do was fill out the form, and it would all be fixed. All she had to do was choose a box. Didn’t matter which box.

Just pick one.

“Why not?”

She shook her head.

Lídia’s thumb began to rub at the back of her hand.

“I’m no genius,” she said, “but I’ve been around. I know people. I know how some things work. And if you were so brilliant, but military wouldn’t have you, then I know something’s up.”

Maggie swallowed.

“Something that hurt you.”

She shook her head. “That didn’t hurt me. Hélène did.”

Lídia squeezed.

“I—”

To hell with it. Lídia would understand. Well, no, she’d never understand; even the reassigned didn’t understand. But she would be somewhere in the area of understanding, even if she wasn’t at the right point.

“I was missing some paperwork. My birth certificate. And nobody had ever really noticed, because I was an immigrant. I had an immigrants’ ID card. I’d always used that. Nobody had ever asked for my birth certificate before, and it had been a mistake. They needed it to enlist me, and I didn’t have one.”

“So you needed to—what? Get a new one? Apply for one?”

“I needed a replacement,” Maggie said. “It happened a lot. The wars made paperwork hard. The military made it easy again. They’d pay. They’d make it happen. I just had to tick the right box on the form, and send it off. And my whole career would have been mine for the taking.”

“But you didn’t do it.”

Lídia made it sound so simple.

“No.”

“Why?”

Why.

Hélène had asked why. The recruiting officer had asked why. Maggie had asked why. Why had it been so damn important? Why had it felt so wrong to tick a stupid box, when she’d already handed away so much of herself to the CSF, to the Commonwealth, to cadets and college and what was expected of her? She’d lost her language, she’d changed her clothes, she’d abandoned her name, she’d cut her hair, she’d forgotten her faith—what was a box? What was one stupid box that she was never going to see again?

Why?

“I couldn’t,” she whispered.

Lídia shuffled over. An arm slid around Maggie’s waist. Warm. Fragile. Maggie’s chest hitched, but she didn’t reach for her inhaler.

“What boxes couldn’t you tick?” Lídia whispered.

Maggie swallowed spasmodically.

“Sex.”

She could still see it. The empty space next to the words. She could fill in the exact date. The little town she’d lived in until she was six. Pa’s name, even though she’d forgotten his face. Marmar as the witness, because, of course, Marmar had been there. Even her original name, the name she’d abandoned to be just like everybody else.

But she couldn’t tick female.

“It was just a stupid box, and I couldn’t choose,” Maggie whispered.

They wouldn’t have cared. The recruiting officer had urged her to pick one, over and over. It didn’t matter which. It wouldn’t make a difference, he insisted. She was Maggie McLean, with a first in applied astrophysics and a near-spotless military training record. She could come to work in a corset and steel toecaps if she wanted, and nobody was going to close the door. Just pick a bloody box.

“I stood there, and I could hear every single person who’d ever seen me,” Maggie whispered hoarsely. “Every time I got shoved over in the showers. Every woman I’d ever asked on a date. I could feel the walls of every toilet cubicle I’d ever changed in because it was better than changing with everyone else. And then I could hear Hélène, whispering in our bed that she loved me, and I just—couldn’t. I couldn’t give up that one last piece of myself.”

Lídia made a quiet noise of understanding.

“It was just a stupid box.”

“It’s not like that, though, is it?” Lídia murmured.

Maggie shook her head. She was shaking in Lídia’s arms. The door to Hélène’s room had disappeared behind a veil of tears.

It was just a stupid box.

“I know what that’s like. How easy it would be to tick the box and let it go. Only you can’t,” Lídia whispered. “You can’t do it. You hold the pen there for hours, but you can’t bring yourself to do it. Because it isn’t you, and it feels like something will break if you give in, even this one time. It’s one step too far. It’s one demand on top of thousands of others, and you just can’t say yes this time.”

Slowly, Maggie leaned her head to rest on Lídia’s shoulders.

“I wouldn’t do it, so they said I couldn’t join. Not without my papers.”

“Bastards.”

“Hélène was furious. We had a blazing row. She wanted me to tick the box. Kept asking why it mattered. Kept saying she was a lesbian, and so was I, and didn’t I know what that meant? And eventually she said she never thought I’d throw everything away for a piece of paper, and walked out. I went to see Sam and cool off. And when I got home that evening, she’d taken all her things, and left her ring on the kitchen counter.”

Silence.

Maggie’s chest was tight and her vision blurred. She rubbed her thumb over her ring until the metal warmed. She could remember the echo. The emptiness. And the way it had felt, to have her heart ripped out of her chest.

“I never saw her again. I’ve been chasing her ever since.”

The job with Ganymede Logistics. Chasing Hélène and trying to outrun the weight of all the guilt. The debt that CSF had slammed her family with for all that wasted training. If she wasn’t going to work for them, then she had to pay for all the time and resources they’d put into her. The disappointment on Marmar’s face, even as she’d said it didn’t matter. That quiet winter holiday, when Ma had stuck her chin out and said they’d manage. Sam pressing the dice into her hand and wishing her luck.

Their support had felt worse than Hélène’s leaving.

And so Maggie had fled after her. Run so fast to catch up to her wife that the shame couldn’t catch up to her.

“I spent the best part of two years trying to catch up to her. Trying to find her. Trying to save things. And then her ship—this ship—disappeared, and I thought she was gone forever. I thought I’d never get the chance to say I’m sorry. To ask her to come home.”

And now she was here, staring at her wife’s door, and still no closer to finding her.

“We have to find them,” she said. “All of them. They’re out there, somewhere, and we have to find them.”

She rolled her head against the wall and looked Lídia dead in the eye.

“And you have to help me do it.”


Chapter Nine

“I don’t get it,” Lídia said.

She was making breakfast. Maggie was packing bags. The combination of torch batteries and teabags on the counters was odd.

“What?”

“You stick to your principles, your wife leaves you, and you…go after her?”

“I love her,” Maggie retorted. “Right. That’s a first-aid kit each, and—”

“Sometimes we love things that are bad for us.”

“—we’ll need the torches in case the emergency lighting doesn’t extend to every area of the ship,” Maggie continued, raising her voice to drown Lídia out. “Wherever they fixed the power failure, that’s where we’ll find the bodies.”

Lídia sighed heavily and handed over a flask of sweet tea.

“Sure,” she said. “So where’s that?”

Maggie blew out her cheeks and ran a hand over her hair. It was starting to grow out, and she tugged on a curl irritably.

“The emergency power failed too, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Which runs off the solar batteries.”

“If you say so.”

“So whatever took the power offline took out the solar batteries too.”

And in theory, that shouldn’t have been possible. That was the point. Emergency power should always kick in, no matter what. And given that all routes passed within charging distance of stars—and frequently—there was no reason the emergency batteries should have run out of juice. Unless they were damaged, the solar batteries would continue to work even if the engines didn’t. Even if everything else in the ship failed.

And when everything else had failed, the solar batteries should have kicked in within seconds. If they hadn’t, then either whatever had caused the power failure had affected them too, or something had prevented them from doing their job.

Like an override.

“Fire.”

“What?”

The console had indicated a fire when Maggie had first come aboard. And a fire near electrical equipment would trigger safety protocols to shut off the power and prevent further damage or spread.

“If there’s a fire, the power supply would be cut to that area, including emergency power,” Maggie said. “And if the fire was in engineering, and power was cut to the entire engineering array, then power for the entire ship would go down.”

And stay down.

The engines would be shut off. The shields would be lowered to prevent explosion if the fire reached the propulsion system or fuel cells. The solar batteries would work fine, but they would be cut off by the circuit breakers to prevent power reaching any of the engineering array or the central processing boards.

And the entire ship would be set adrift, without power, for as long as it took for the fire to be put out and the circuit breakers re-engaged to allow power back online. And then once at least emergency power was back, critical systems would keep functioning as long as there was charge in the solar batteries.

And someone had fixed the emergency circuit breakers.

They had power. The low blue lights that were becoming as familiar as the back of her own hand. But the engines were dead, and the computer only engaged in life support.

“Engineering,” Maggie said. “We’ll start with the engineering array. Someone fixed the circuit breakers, so—”

“So maybe they’re still there?” Lídia said sarcastically.

Maggie shivered, thinking of the life signs link her first day aboard.

“Do you actually know what’s wrong?” Lídia asked.

“No,” Maggie said honestly. “I just know that somebody got your emergency power back, but not your mains power. And your computer’s not trying to do it by itself. So it probably can’t. Which means what’s wrong is probably in the engineering array or the engine room itself.”

“Which means you’re a pilot, and I’m a cook, and neither of us are remotely qualified to fix this,” Lídia said.

“Which means no finding Hélène,” Maggie returned. “So we have to try.”

She slung her bag over her back.

“Come on,” she said and wiggled the torch. “We’re a bit too old to be afraid of the dark.”

“It’s not the dark I’m afraid of,” Lídia said but didn’t elaborate further. She picked up her bag and slipped her skinny arms through the straps.

“Er,” Maggie said. “So—do you know where the engineering array is?”

“Do I hell.”

Maggie rolled her eyes and went to memorise the map.

The problem with corporation ships was they weren’t necessarily military-standard. A lot were—especially Commonwealth, Russian, and Peruvian—but a lot weren’t. And apparently this one wasn’t. It was made by a Chinese engineering firm, bought by a Spanish logistics firm, and that had been the end of it.

“I don’t get it,” Lídia said as Maggie decided on their route and led the way down into the bowels of the ship. “This Hélène—”

Maggie grunted.

“She dumps you for wanting to hang on to your identity instead of ticking a box on a form that really shouldn’t be necessary anyway—I mean this isn’t like we haven’t discovered space flight yet—and takes off into deep space without you, without saying anything to you, and you still think you love her?”

“I do love her,” Maggie said numbly.

“Do you?”

Maggie paused, glancing over her shoulder. “What?” she snapped.

“Maybe you love the idea of her.”

“It’s none of your business.”

Lídia shrugged and shut her mouth, but the words buzzed in Maggie’s ears anyway. She shooed them away as they descended beyond the warm light of Lídia’s nest and into the cold, dark underbelly of the ship.

The cold was the thing that surprised Maggie the most, and the thing that should have surprised her the least. But even in a few short days, she had gotten used to the warmth and the smell of cooking in her new quarters. And last night, curled up with Lídia in bed, had been a departure from the abyss. But here it was again, the chill on the lower decks as numbing as space itself. She half expected to feel gravity let go, and more than once tried to adjust her nonexistent mask as the blue lights got weaker and the darkness became ever more solid. A sense of foreboding crept up her spine, and every access shaft they climbed worsened—tighter, narrower, longer than the last.

She found herself pinching her own palms as the abyss never ended, and the only sound was her breathing in her own ears.

Pain is proof of life.

She wanted a Rixi song. Hell, she’d take The Pixie Dancers. Something. Anything.

“Talk to me,” she whispered in the gloom. “Tell me something about you.”

“Like what?”

“Like—like—you said you had that casual fling with Rebecca. Have you ever been in love?”

There was a long pause.

Then: “No.”

It didn’t feel like the truth, but then perhaps Maggie wasn’t one to talk.

Both the engineering array and the engine room were in the base of the ship, though in the centre rather than the traditional rear. Maggie didn’t like it. Engine rooms, in her opinion, ought to have been isolated as much as possible. If it exploded at the very edge of the ship, the reinforced hull might protect the crew. If it exploded in the belly, then it would slaughter everyone on board. Her skin was crawling before she ever reached the great doors of the engineering unit.

And immediately, she knew her hunch was right.

The doors were closed, but the edges were stained with black. And on the outside, dark handprints smeared the grey surface.

Lídia stopped dead.

“I don’t want to go in there,” she breathed.

Maggie bit her lip.

“You said you weren’t afraid of the dark.”

“I’m not.”

“So what’s in there?”

Lídia swallowed thickly, her gaze fixed on the doors, which gleamed too bright in the low light of the abandoned corridor.

“Rebecca,” Maggie whispered.

Lídia nodded.

“I’m so sorry.”

“It’s—” Lídia shook her head. “No. It’s not fine. She—she would have been on call. She was on call that night. She would have been one of the first responders.”

Maggie reached. Lídia’s bony frame collapsed into hers like a fragile tower of sticks, and the first sob shivered out of her. Maggie squeezed. At least Hélène wouldn’t have been here. Hélène would have evacuated. Hélène would have escaped.

Rebecca wouldn’t.

No wonder Lídia had hidden away in her corner of the ship and never stepped beyond the halo of light from her own quarters. Who would want to know? Who would want that answer? The guilt in Maggie’s gut for suspecting her burned like acid, and she squeezed even tighter, as if she could transmit it through sheer force of will.

“I’m so sorry,” she murmured. “I’m so fucking sorry, Lídia…”

The crack in Lídia’s armour was brief but deep. She balled her hands into fists, wrenching on the cotton back of Maggie’s top, then opened her lungs and screamed. Maggie’s shoulder muffled the noise, but not the agony behind it. It was animal. Inhuman. It was so base that it came from Lídia’s soul rather than any part of her mind, and Maggie shuddered to hear it.

She knew that sound.

She’d made that sound.

And she recognised the desperate need to merely function when Lídia stopped screaming and pulled away, scrubbing at her eyes. She choked on her own breath twice, then pushed out her chest and squared her shoulders.

“Go,” she whispered.

“You can stay he—”

“No. I need—” She hiccupped and shook her head. “I need to do this.”

Maggie nodded. She squeezed Lídia’s wrist, then moved away to work at the doors.

Unlike most of the other doors in the ship, emergency power wouldn’t open the ones for the engineering array. Maggie suspected it was a safety feature. It took both of them, using Lídia’s torch as a wrench, to force the doors open wide enough for Maggie to slide through. By the time the gap was a foot wide, their hands were red and grazed, bruising with the effort.

And then they were through.

“Oh holy fuck.”

Every other room in the ship that she’d seen had been tidy. Perfect. As if the people had just gotten up and walked away. But as they opened the doors to the engineering unit, they were met with—

“Oh God,” Lídia said and turned away. She retched. Maggie’s stomach clenched in horrified sympathy.

The skull at their feet grinned up at them, thin fibres of stringy flesh and hair still hanging from its face.

The floor was awash with dead flies. Puddles of melted and resolidified plastic gleamed at odd intervals. Little lights winked here and there, surviving equipment waiting to be turned on. The pale glow of fire-retardant foam looked like an alien life form after eight weeks. In the light of Maggie’s torch, she picked out six more bodies that formed a rough line to an enormous door at the very back of the cluttered, charred unit.

There had been a fire all right.

But it didn’t look too bad. It had been contained on the right-hand side of the unit, the left untouched. The air smelled stale and a little smoky, but breathable. Maggie swallowed the acid in her throat and carefully stepped over the beaming corpse at the door.

The engine room was behind the vast door, and Maggie was met with a great tomb of metal boxes and dirty pipes. To her relief, the fire hadn’t reached inside. If it had, then they’d be screwed. Maggie might be able to change a few fuses and do a patch job here and there, but she was by no means an engineer, and in any case, it would take a team of them to repair a ship’s engine to any degree.

She closed the door and turned back to face Lídia.

Between them, the bodies rested peacefully on the floor, and awaited the verdict.

“The fire was only in here,” Maggie croaked.

Lídia gingerly stepped into the unit. She looked around. Her face crumpled in the middle, and she sagged like a puppet with the strings cut, dropping to her knees by one of the corpses.

The strips of remaining skin were grey. The stripped bones betrayed no gender. But the wispy remains of hair gleamed copper in the light of Lídia’s torch.

“Becky.”

The name broke in the middle. Lídia covered her face with one hand and let out a single, raw, jagged sob. She stilled.

Then she straightened and turned away.

“Why?”

Maggie swallowed. “I don’t know. Accidental fi—”

“This wasn’t an accident.”

“What do you mean?”

Lídia hunched her shoulders, and her voice dropped to a whisper.

“It can’t have been an accident.”

Maggie dropped her head.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

Lídia glanced around, turning in a circle by Rebecca’s body. She hugged herself tightly. Despite her lanky height and almost arrogant beauty, she looked like a small, lost child. Maggie ached to see her.

“Christ,” Lídia whispered. “Eight weeks down here. Were they—were they trapped?”

“I doubt it,” Maggie said. “We got in, didn’t we? They were probably already dead.”

What had killed them was a different matter. She guessed smoke inhalation. Maybe even burned to death—none of them seemed to be wearing any clothes, which made no sense unless the fire had burned them away. She swallowed and passed her torch slowly around the room.

“The circuit breakers must be in here somewhere,” she said. “We need to check they’re all engaged.”

“Congratulations? I’m not really dressed for a wedding though.”

Maggie pulled a face at the thin humour, but something was niggling at the back of her mind. Something wasn’t adding up. The circuit breakers had to be engaged. So why was the engine still dead? Or had they only managed to engage the emergency breakers before succumbing to the flames?

“Can you see anything that says circuit breaker or fuse?”

Lídia threw the skeletons a look of intense distaste, then edged farther into the room and began to explore. It was a complete mess, even taking the fire into consideration. Not one of these people had been cadets, that was for damn sure. Maggie would have had a fit to find this on a military vessel. Wires spilled everywhere. Workstations were covered in half-built—or half-dismantled—pieces of kit. Rusty tools outnumbered their properly maintained counterparts, and screwdrivers stood in empty mugs that had plainly once been full, like paintbrushes in the wash.

She itched to put it right.

“I take it that most of the crew were a bit…”

She trailed off, and Lídia laughed.

“Please. You’ve seen me. You think they were all that bothered about your crew cuts and your shiny boots?”

“They’re symptoms of a greater orderliness,” Maggie groused darkly, heaving a pile of who-knew-what out of the way to squint at the boxes lining one workstation. But they were charge stations, not breakers or fuses, so she moved on.

“Is this it?”

Maggie turned. Lídia was pointing at a large cupboard below one of the workstations. One of the corpses was sprawled out in front of it, pointing at the door that hung open with a grim foreboding. Maggie eyed it warily.

But it was the right cupboard. She moved the skeletal hand away with her boot, the faint crunch of moving bone making vomit rise in her throat, and squatted. The door swung open easily. And Maggie could have cried at the bank of breakers inside, neatly labelled in Mandarin. She couldn’t read a word of it, and Lídia likely wouldn’t know it either—but she didn’t need to. They were the exact same as fitted in military vessels, in Ganymede Logistics vessels, in every vessel Maggie had ever flown in. Standard. Easy. All she had to do was reach out and flip them—

Thumb on the lip of the first breaker, she paused.

“Wait.”

“What?” Lídia asked.

“These are the mains breakers.”

“Isn’t that what we needed?”

“Yes, but—but this doesn’t make sense.”

She looked at the skeleton still reaching for the cupboard. At the switches, all in the off position. At the charred inside of the doors and the smears of clear grey where people had dragged their hands down it.

Then she groaned.

“Oh fuck, I’m so fucking stupid.”

“I’m not usually one to argue, but…”

“Who puts the emergency breakers and the mains breakers in the same fucking place?” Maggie demanded. “Look at this unit! It’s tiny! Who the fuck would—fuck!”

“I don’t get it,” Lídia said.

“Look at this one. Their hand. They’re almost touching them. But they didn’t turn them on.”

He turned them off.

“They weren’t here to put out the fire,” Maggie said with a dawning sense of horror. “They were here when it broke out.”

Lídia stiffened.

“They turned the breakers off.”

“So—”

Lídia sat back on her heels, and turned her head to stare at Rebecca’s remains, surrounded by dead flies and the charred remains of her clothes.

“Who turned the emergency ones back on?”


Chapter Ten

Lídia said nothing all the way up to the command centre.

Her silence was unnerving. The hair on the back of Maggie’s neck prickled with every footstep behind her, and the grim anger written in the lines between those dark eyebrows and the grooves carved either side of her usually laughing mouth spoke volumes.

Maggie had a bad feeling—but Lídia knew something.

The desolation of the command centre felt more like a tomb than ever. Maggie tried to blink away the corpses burned onto the back of her eyelids as she roamed through the computer files to find the emergency breakers, but it was impossible.

And Lídia’s scream—

“There.”

A hand flashed past and bounced off an icon of the world. Maggie stepped aside. Lídia typed in a command—search: emergency circuit breaker—and audibly ground her teeth when a map flashed up within seconds, a blinking red button showing whatever she’d been looking for.

“They’re in here,” she said.

“In here?”

“Yes.”

“Bloody civilian vessels,” Maggie grumbled but glanced around. “Any more detail than that?”

“Engineering console.”

“Which is…?”

Lídia shrugged but didn’t look up. Given the look on her face, Maggie decided it was probably better if she didn’t probe too much. She turned to wash her torchlight across the room and decided to pick the nearest desk.

The stations probably looked very different when powered up, but, on emergency power, only the communications console was distinguishable from the others. She found nothing, banging around the first two, but on the third attempt, she prised a flimsy panel away from the side and found the gleaming breakers.

All on.

All perfectly fine.

Maggie let out a long breath and dropped her head briefly. Counted to ten. Lifted it again.

“They’re here. They’re fine.”

“Right,” Lídia said and began tapping.

“What are you looking for?”

“For the man who turned them on.”

Maggie raised her eyebrows. “The man who—”

“I know he did it. I know he did. I know—”

Maggie pushed herself to her feet. “Lídia?”

“It’s not a coincidence. It’s not an accident. He finds out, she’s worried, he’s throwing punches, and then four days later she’s—they’re all—she’s—” She slammed her hands on the display. “It wasn’t a fucking accident!”

Maggie hovered at the edge of the console.

“What are you talking about?” she whispered.

Lídia dropped her head into one hand and let out a ragged sob.

“You know what happened, don’t you?”

She nodded.

Maggie sank into the chair beside her and reached out to grip her thin wrist, absurdly small in Maggie’s hand. Fragile. Overwhelmingly delicate.

“Tell me.”

Lídia sniffed. Sank into her chair. Then reached out with her free hand and pressed the touchscreen.

“Let him tell you.”

It was the camera feeds. The command centre. Empty at twenty-seven minutes past two in the afternoon on the fourth of April. The drill. And then the image flickered. The clock jumped to three minutes to four in the morning on the fifth, and a figure appeared by the engineering console, pressing the same panel Maggie had just removed into place.

A man.

Even on the poor quality feed, he looked—odd. He was shaking violently. He staggered to his feet like a drunk and raked both hands through his hair. His orange uniform was smeared with dark grime. Ash? Smoke?

He paced for several minutes, waving his arms and seemingly talking to himself. Once or twice, he laughed. Then he stopped and stared at the captain’s chair for some time before nodding and marching off out of view.

In absolute silence, Lídia followed him through the camera feeds. He didn’t wander or pace anymore. He walked quickly. Decisively. He marched down to the engineering bay and—

Stopped.

He stood opposite the closed doors for…minutes. Almost an hour. Talking to himself. Clenching and unclenching his fists. Once, he stepped up to press his hands to the metal, but made no move to force them open. He leaned there for long minutes, and when he stepped away, dark handprints betrayed his presence.

For another hour, he paced. Maybe someone was alive inside, for he stepped up twice to scream at the closed doors. And then he would pace some more, up and down and down up, ranting and raving. His mouth frothed. He pulled clumps of hair out. In the blue light of the emergency bulbs, he looked like an alien.

Or a madman.

And then it all stopped. Much like whatever decision he’d come to in the command centre, all the frenetic energy came to an abrupt end. He marched off, fingers still twitching in and out of jerky fists, and, through the feeds, Lídia followed him wordlessly through residential corridors, until he eventually walked into some nondescript quarters. The doors slid closed.

And then—

Didn’t reopen. Lídia turned up the speed to its maximum, until days elapsed, racing by so quickly the numbers blurred. But the doors never opened.

The man never came back.

“Where’s that?” Maggie asked. “Who was he?”

Because Lídia knew him. Maggie didn’t know how, but she knew that Lídia knew him.

“Most people don’t stay on this ship for more than one or two runs,” Lídia said. “It’s cramped, and it’s got poor facilities compared to most. It’s an entry-level type job. You do well on one run, then you can get a job on a better ship, so people do.”

“Except you.”

“Yeah. This was my third run.”

“Why?”

Lídia shrugged. “I liked it fine. And I’ve had enough upheaval. Anyway. We had a crew change at Tarisi, and this woman came on board. Rebecca McMasters. She was clever, scarily clever—she was going to be somebody. This was her first space run. Her only one, she said. She just needed deep space experience, and then she’d be a shoo-in for the CSF graduate programme. She wanted to work on the intergenerational projects. She wanted to go exploring.”

“I know the type.”

“But Rebecca had made a few mistakes in her life, and the biggest one was her husband. He’d tangled up her head, so she was only a good thing as long as she had him to show for it. She could be the most intelligent woman who ever lived, but it didn’t mean anything. She was always going to be that awkward, shy, ginger bitch that nobody liked at school.”

Maggie flinched.

“I know that type too.”

“Wherever Rebecca went, her husband had to go too. So if she was going to be posted to The Swift, then he needed a job there too. So they came aboard, the schlub in maintenance to mop floors and fix doors, and the firework in engineering to race a mechanical marvel through deep space.”

Maggie had a feeling she knew where this was going.

“Shift patterns forced them apart sometimes. And on the days she wasn’t working, and Dan was, Rebecca made her way to the recreational areas. She wasn’t very good at making friends—he’d made sure to tell her that—but the quarters were cramped, and she thought she’d just take a book. But she didn’t read it. She couldn’t stop staring at the most awkward woman she’d ever seen, a woman who sounded like a man and had more ink than the dictionary.”

“And her name was Lídia?”

“And her name was Lídia.”

“So you had an affair.”

“Not at first. For weeks, Rebecca would sneak away to have someone else to talk to. Someone who made her smile. Someone who told her she was pretty. Someone who flirted with her. Then, one night, Dan called her a useless cow one too many times, and she went to Lídia’s quarters instead. That was the first time they had sex, but it wasn’t the last.”

“And Dan found out?”

“Ever tried keeping a secret on a ship?” Lídia quipped. “Gossip spread. Quickly. Rebecca was the pretty, new, married engineer. Lídia was the weirdo in catering who couldn’t sing. It didn’t take long before word got back to Dan. Before Rebecca started showing up to work with a black eye. Before Lídia ended up in the medical bay with four loose teeth after a brawl in one of the ship’s bars.”

She worked her jaw, as if remembering the fight.

“Including a wisdom tooth. It got infected. The doctor said they better take it out after a few rounds of failed antibiotics. Rebecca was upset. The morning of the surgery, she had another row with Dan and said the minute they reached Razenholm, she was going to file for a divorce. She told Lídia she was going to move into Lídia’s quarters. Lídia—Lídia was a little uncertain. She liked Rebecca, but it was just a casual affair. She wasn’t so sure about this whole living together thing. She said they’d talk about it after she was released from the medical unit.”

She sat back from the console. The cameras had run right up to that moment. The doors remained closed.

“Rebecca wasn’t there when Lídia woke up,” Maggie whispered.

Lídia shook her head.

Maggie slid her hand from Lídia’s wrist to weave their fingers together.

“While Lídia was in surgery,” Lídia whispered, “Dan damaged the doors to the engineering unit and triggered a fire. His cheating whore wife would be killed, and it would look like an accident. He’d get her death-in-service benefit, and she’d pay for making him look like a fool with that queer skank in catering. Only Dan worked in maintenance. Dan didn’t realise he’d take the entire ship offline. Dan didn’t realise they’d evacuate without him, and leave him on a ghost ship.”

Maggie glanced at the frozen video feeds.

“He knew about the circuit breakers. It was maintenance’s job to check them every week. So he fixed the emergency power. But the main breakers were in engineering. The main breakers were on the other side of his wife’s corpse. Of her colleagues’ corpses. Of the people he’d mu—he’d mur—”

Maggie squeezed her hand. Lídia choked and ploughed through the word.

“—murdered. And he couldn’t do it. He’d abused her for their whole relationship until he burned her to death in a locked room, but the revolting little shit couldn’t face seeing her body, seeing her bones, seeing her grin at him with no eyes left. Like I had to see her—”

Maggie stood. Reached. Lídia buckled into the embrace like she was going to fall apart, but she never stopped talking.

“So he did nothing. He let escape pods disappear into space, and he took himself off to his quarters, and he killed himself. So he’d be a victim too. So his name would go up on some memorial somewhere. So nobody would ever know.”

Her fists curled into Maggie’s shirt. She drew back, and black eyes flashed with a dark and terrible lightning.

“I know.”

“You knew all along. You’ve watched that before.”

Lídia nodded. “I checked the cameras. And when I saw him in the command centre, I knew. I knew it was him. I knew he’d killed her.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

Her laugh cracked in the middle like the snapping of a hollow reed.

“Becky died because of me. Because I didn’t take Dan seriously enough. Because I wanted to wait and talk about it before getting security involved. And once I knew what he’d done, I was too much of a fucking coward to go and—to— I didn’t know how to fix it anyway. What would I get from seeing the bodies? And then this freaking gorgeous soldier, who’s a thousand times better than I’ll ever be, comes on board and wants to know what happened. Would you have said anything?”

Maggie took her wrists and squeezed.

“It’s not your fault,” she whispered.

Lídia shuddered.

“Help me, Lídia. Help me find the others. Because right now, he’s a victim of the Mary Celeste. But you know the truth. We both know.”

“You’re going to fix her,” Lídia spat. “You’re going to make her fly. And then you’re going to take her home, so everyone will know what he did.”

Maggie nodded.

“Dan McMasters is a murderer,” Lídia said. “And I will never let him rest in peace.”


Chapter Eleven

There were skulls on the backs of her eyelids.

Every time Maggie closed her eyes, she could see Rebecca’s tortured face smiling back at her. See the finger bones gathering around her toes as she moved some dead man’s hand. See the stains on the gantry where decayed flesh had oozed through broken skin. See the long streaks left by torn nails as they had clamoured to get out. As they had saved the ship by containing the fire and turning off the power, but been unable to save themselves.

She was exhausted, but sleep refused to come. Perhaps it was a good thing. No doubt the sight of the engineering unit would be carved into her dreams. The frantic pacing of a murderer in the corridor outside. He’d shouted at the door. Had he been shouting to anyone who could hear him? Had he listened to them dying?

Dinner sat uneasy in her gut. Lídia had insisted on cooking, with a wooden voice that spoke of desperately clinging to ritual. She’d disappeared into her quarters within minutes of finishing her plate, and Maggie had left her to it. She’d binned the rest of her own. Eating seemed so…unnecessary, in the light of what they’d seen.

And under the disgust, there was guilt too. Maggie had been suspicious. How could Lídia not know anything? How could Lídia not be involved? And she’d been right, but very wrong too. Lídia had been a victim as much as the others. And to compound the injury that Dan had inflicted—assaulting her, murdering her girlfriend, endangering her life as well as everyone’s else—her own crewmates had abandoned her. The medics who ought to have protected her had seen a freak, and abandoned her to die rather than risk their lives for hers.

And didn’t Maggie know what that was like?

Didn’t she know, deep down, why Pa hadn’t come to the Commonwealth with them? Didn’t she know, really, why Hélène hadn’t stood by her decision not to sign the papers? Because Maggie was a freak too. Not quite like Lídia, but not unlike her either.

And yet, here they were, the survivors of deep space.

Footsteps shuffled in the corridor. The doors slid back. Maggie lifted the blanket, and a tall, angular body climbed into the bed. She was naked. Her angles settled against Maggie’s, her fluffy hair tickling Maggie’s skin. One hand rested just below Maggie’s breast, the thumb resting on the swell, and Maggie ignored it.

“Talk to me,” Lídia whispered.

“About what?”

“You.”

Maggie licked her lips. She could talk about Hélène. Her training. Cadets.

“I have an older brother called Sam.”

Lídia burrowed her head into the pillow behind Maggie’s and said nothing.

“He’s ten years older than me. Ma had a difficult pregnancy with him, and they thought he would be their only child. So when Ma finally got pregnant with me, I was supposed to be their miracle child. I was their gift from God. I was proof they were blessed, and someone was looking out for them.”

Oh, to be a fly on the wall at that birth.

“Only I wasn’t. Pa’s first remark about me was, ‘What is it?’ I wasn’t a baby. I wasn’t a boy or a girl. I wasn’t a son or a daughter. I was an it.”

Maggie had never told anyone. Not even Hélène. Oh, Hélène knew—of course she knew—but Maggie had never told the story. She’d never talked about it.

“Pa insisted I’d be a boy. Whenever he was around, I had to be like Sam. Nobody could know I was a freak. If Ma told anyone, he’d kill us both. And even though I was a boy, I wasn’t his boy. He couldn’t have produced a freak like that. Ma must have been sleeping with someone else. He’d always known she was whoring herself. I was the proof.”

Lídia’s thumb stroked along the bottom of Maggie’s breast, and she chuckled.

“Pa didn’t come when we left for the Commonwealth. I don’t know if it was his decision or Ma’s, but it was about me. The freak of the family. Ma said I could be whatever I wanted now. Ma said the Commonwealth would be different. If I wanted to be like Sam, then I could be like Sam. If I wanted to be like Ma, then I could be like Ma. The Commonwealth was going to be different. And it was. But it wasn’t.”

“What do you mean?” Lídia whispered.

“At first, it was wonderful. I was a boy, wasn’t I? It was just Pa and his paranoia. I had bits just like Sam’s. I was just like all the other boys. I didn’t know other boys didn’t have that extra hole that I did. I wasn’t exactly looking, you know?”

Lídia chuckled. “I guess not.”

“Then I turned eleven.”

She could still remember the way she’d screamed.

“I woke up to a bed full of blood, and I thought I was dying. My screaming brought Ma rushing into the room brandishing a shotgun. And then she saw all the blood and she just went, ‘Oh honey,’ and I knew something was over. And it turned out to be me. I was over.”

“You got a period?”

“Yeah.”

“And you didn’t even know you could?”

“Boys didn’t get periods.”

Boys didn’t get breasts, like the one Lídia was gently stroking. But girls didn’t have balls either. Girls didn’t have a penis. Girls didn’t get deep voices.

“It was all tangled up.”

The underdeveloped breasts. Her deep voice but short stature. Narrow at shoulder and hip. The intermittent periods, but the involuntary erections.

“I was both. I was neither. The doctor said I was more of a girl than a boy, so Ma called me Maggie, and I went to cadets as a girl. And—and at first, it was okay. For a few weeks. For everything else that came later, I gotta admit that CSF didn’t care. Pick one, they said. Ma picked. And after that, they didn’t care what I was, long as I could do as I was told. And I did. I threw myself into it so I wouldn’t have to think about what was happening.”

“I can sympathise a little,” Lídia murmured. “Puberty sucks when it’s the wrong one.”

“Try both at once.”

“Eesh, no thank you.”

“I never found out what caused it. Why I am what I am. Medically, I mean.”

“Do you want to?”

“What’s the point?”

Lídia hummed, then tapped her nipple with one finger. A tiny spark of pleasure burst from the contact, like a kiss. “How was cadets?”

“At first, cadets was okay. I liked girls. Melody Grace in my last year of civilian school. I knew the minute I saw her that I must be a lesbian. No boy had ever looked so good as Melody Grace.”

Lídia lifted her hand. She curled it into a fist. Maggie smiled and touched their knuckles together in the air.

“And at cadet school, Maggie the lesbian was fine. She could have friends. The boys thought she was great with a rifle. The other girls thought she’d be cute once she got rid of the braces. She had her first kiss at the Christmas disco.”

“Was it good?”

“Not really.”

Because she’d gotten hard. Because Emily Beck had felt it. Because she’d told, and Maggie—who was too young to use the communal showers and had to queue for the private bathrooms like every other underage kid in CSF—had been dragged into the shower block and her tights pulled down.

“I got found out for being a freak,” she said bitterly.

“And what about now?”

“What about it?”

“Are you Maggie?”

Maggie blinked at the ceiling.

“Sorry?”

“You said Ma called you Maggie. Are you Maggie?”

Nobody had ever asked.

And Maggie didn’t know what to do with the question. She’d asked herself every day since Ma had first said it, but she’d never found an answer. Her wife was a lesbian, so of course she was Maggie. She was taken for a woman at first glance, so of course she was Maggie. Sam called her his brat sister, so of course she was Maggie.

But in the back of her mind, she’d always wondered if it were true.

Was she a woman because that’s what other people saw? Or was there meant to be something inside that told her so?

“Are you Lídia?”

“Yes.”

The answer was so fast that Maggie was jealous of it.

“Why?”

Lídia shrugged. “Because that’s the answer. It’s how I think of myself.”

“How you’ve always thought of yourself?”

“Since I was six or seven.”

“What about before then?”

Lídia shrugged again. “Before then, I was…confused. Almost like when people called me a boy, I didn’t realise they were talking about me. It was like being called by someone else’s name. You know it’s not yours, but you don’t remember anyone ever teaching you ‘this is your name.’ It was like that.”

Maggie frowned. She couldn’t relate. When she thought of herself as a man, the word jarred and didn’t fit. But while Maggie fit, while Hélène being a lesbian fit, while even the hint of Lídia being a lesbian fit, the words Maggie is a lesbian didn’t. Maggie is a woman felt—off.

“What if neither work?”

“What?”

“What if neither man or woman work?”

“Then maybe you’re neither.”

“And that’s an option?”

“Well, yeah.”

Maggie stroked the finger resting on her breast. “So what does that make you?”

“What d’you mean?”

“You want to sleep with me.”

It didn’t carry the awkward embarrassment of Lídia’s first pass at her in the command centre. Something had broken down between them. Maggie stroked to Lídia’s wrist and back up, turning the thoughts over in her head.

“You want to sleep with me. Does that make you bisexual?”

“No idea,” Lídia said. “Can I give you some advice?”

“What?”

“Don’t try figuring out who you are from what other people think you are.”

Maggie frowned.

Then she dislodged Lídia’s arm. Climbed out of bed. Stripped until she stood naked by the bed, and turned to let Lídia see everything. Everything. Her muddled up shape and her mixed up features. The hints that made everything more confusing instead of clearer.

“What is this?” Maggie asked.

Lídia propped her head on her hand and openly stared.

“That’s you,” she said.

“And who am I?”

“You tell me.”

Then a smile flashed across Lídia’s face, and it made Maggie pause.

“I would ask you put something on before you tell me though. You’re a little unfairly attractive like that, and it’s a bad idea tonight.”

Maggie licked her lips. “Is it?”

“After today? Yeah. I’d just finish and cry all over you, and it’s embarrassing. I want to be sexy at least the first time.”

Maggie huffed a little laugh and caught the corner of the blanket.

“Maybe we can just…cuddle.”

Lídia smiled again and patted the mattress.

“So get in here, Maggie McLean.”

At least the name sounded like hers.


Chapter Twelve

Maggie sneaked out early the next morning and left Lídia sleeping.

She felt jumpy, even though logic said the murderer—she refused to use his name—was long dead. Eight weeks without coming out of the room again said loud and clear there was a corpse inside by now. Yet she kept looking over her shoulder as she gathered sheets from the linen cupboard in one of the other abandoned quarters, and the echo of her footsteps down to engineering sounded as though someone was following her. And the shiver of relief that the bodies were all where they’d been the day before was utterly ridiculous.

Still, being ridiculous had never stopped a feeling in the history of human emotion, so Maggie chalked it up to trauma and set about her self-assigned task.

Namely, affording the dead some dignity, and Lídia some relief.

She covered the bodies in plain sheets as though it were a recent accident and the ambulances would be coming to collect them any minute now. Ghoulish grins vanished under white cotton. Rebecca’s remaining hair was shielded from view. Maggie wondered who the others had been. If they had families waiting for news out there. If their loved ones had evacuated and were waiting to come home. If anyone would miss them.

For the first time since Hélène had left, Maggie’s thoughts strayed to the others who would miss her. Ganymede Logistics would know by now that she’d disappeared. Had they told Ma? Was Sam trying to call in favours from his military buddies? Was Marmar praying right now, to the god Maggie was reasonably sure didn’t exist?

“It’s okay,” she told them. “I’m coming back. We’re going to find the crew, find Hélène, and then we’re going to come back and tell the whole universe that McMasters was a murderer.”

She adjusted the last sheet over the last body and slipped back out through the door. Her footsteps didn’t sound haunted anymore. She didn’t jump at her own shadow flickering over the wall.

Lídia was up. Maggie’s room was empty, and the sound of frying echoed from the recreation area. She paused for a quick shower and examined the healing gash on her head in the mirror before going through to claim her breakfast. If Lídia’s eyes were a little red-rimmed, Maggie didn’t comment on it.

“I’m going to try resetting the main circuit breakers today,” Maggie said. “If we can get the engine back up, then we can start trying to find the crew.”

“You still want to do that?”

“I need to find Hélène,” Maggie repeated. “And he’s killed enough. If they’re alive out there, then we need to find them.”

“Right.”

“And then we go home,” Maggie said. “And we tell the entire universe what he did.”

Lídia nodded and wordlessly held out a plate of eggs. Maggie took it, but hesitated.

“How are you doing?”

“How do you think?”

“I guess.” Maggie chewed on the corner of her lip. “It wasn’t your fault, you know.”

“I know.”

But it sounded flimsy.

“He killed her for leaving him. That wasn’t anything to do with you.”

“I know.”

“He would have—”

“Please stop it.”

Maggie hesitated, then let it go. There wasn’t anything else she could say. She knew about guilt. Not signing the papers had led Hélène to EU-404. If she’d just ticked the box, Hélène would have been with her on some high-class military ship.

But she’d made Hélène walk away. She hadn’t made her choose this ship. That was down to sheer bad luck, not anything Maggie had done.

Breakfast was a silent affair. Lídia’s self-distraction of using Maggie’s life as a bedtime story was long gone. Maggie didn’t blame her. If she saw Hélène like Lídia had seen Rebecca, then she’d hardly be putting her best face on either.

“You don’t have to come if you don’t want to,” Maggie said once they were done, but Lídia just shook her head.

“It’ll help to help.”

“All right.”

They made their way to engineering in silence. The terrible cold felt clammy. The echoes of Lídia’s footsteps behind her own made Maggie shiver. The sheets in the engineering unit looked like some cheap effect in a video game, but then the tension bled away when Lídia touched her arm.

“Thank you,” she whispered, staring at Rebecca’s sheet.

“It’s okay. Come on. Let’s—let’s finish this.”

The breakers were all off. None of them were labelled. Maggie eyed the door to the engine room speculatively and suggested that Lídia close it.

“It might start belching out gas or something.”

“Is that the technical term?”

“Hey, I’m a pilot.”

“Sure, sure…”

Lídia heaved the great door closed, then leaned up against a workbench, gripping the metal surface with white-knuckled hands, the set of her jaw unnaturally hard. Maggie hesitated, finger and thumb squeezing the first breaker.

“Hey.”

“What?”

“After this, you want to go up to Rebecca’s old quarters and burn them?”

A wry smile crossed Lídia’s face.

“Yeah, maybe.”

Maggie smiled and pushed at the first circuit breaker.

It snapped into place with a loud clang. Nothing happened. She glanced around, then reached for the second. Again, nothing. But on the third, something groaned deep in the engine room. On the fourth, the rumble of the furnaces that heated the fuel cells shuddered under her feet.

“I think we’re in business,” she said. “Last pair. Lídia? Can you give me a hand? These two need engaging at once.”

Lídia pulled away from the worktop and came to crouch at Maggie’s side. She gripped the other breaker in delicate fingers and nudged Maggie’s shoulder.

“Does anything in engineering use accelerant?”

“The furnaces. Why?”

“Can we borrow some for Rebecca’s old quarters?”

Maggie chuckled. “Sure. We’ll make a party of it.”

The grip was heavy in her hand, and she had to lever the heel of her palm under it. It strained. The whole box shuddered with the effort.

“Ready?”

“Yeah.”

“Three. Two. One!”

And the box exploded.

Pain shot up Maggie’s arm. The floor slammed the air out of her lungs. Her stomach heaved, and lights circled her head. Heart. Heart pounding. Lungs straining. Air-air-air. Breathe-breathe-breathe. Her fingers burned. Her skin crinkled, crackling—

Maggie blinked.

Gradually, everything came back online. The stench of burning hair. Her fingers hurt and her hands shook with the unmistakable echoes of an electrical shock. Muscles fluttered. Breathing air was like breathing shards of glass. Her chest hurt—but her head hurt worse. Blood clogged her nose.

Overhead, the bright halogen bulbs gleamed like the halos of angels.

“The lights are on,” she whispered, then giggled like a delirious drunk. “The lights are on! We did it!”

Her shout bounced off the metal walls and slammed back into her skull with the force of a thousand rock concerts. She cringed. The Pixie Dancers warbled in one ear and Rixi in the other.

“You’ll touch down to feel a little rough ground…”

“Oh, fuck off,” Maggie groaned.

Wincing, she levered herself over onto her side and blinked away the dots. Everything shook. Her arms, her shoulders, even her neck. Her left eye saw everything in pink. Blood spattered to the floor from her oozing nose. She blinked, but the pink film didn’t go away.

Breathe.

She threw up between her hands, then breathed again. The dark soothed. She could turn the lights off and sleep. Like on the ship.

But the engine bellowed. Banging. Deep rumbles shook the floor from the fuel cells below, the ship coming to life. Screaming, shrieking, howling. Like a woman in childbirth.

But it was alive.

Maggie flinched as pistons the size of small aeroplanes slammed mere feet away from her head. The air shuddered. Her brain throbbed. Too big. Too heavy. It would break her skull from the inside out—

“Maggie?”

“In a minute,” Maggie rasped. “In a minute.”

“Okay.” A pause. “Can I join you in your minute?”

“Sure,” Maggie whispered.

A weight settled over her legs. A head rolled onto the jut of her hip—and sagged. With a start, Maggie realised Lídia had folded herself over Maggie’s lower half and blacked out. Maggie swallowed her heart, pushing it back down to her ribs where it belonged, and gingerly turned over to sit against the wall, her calves rolling until Lídia’s head rested painfully on her shins.

The cupboard door was on the other side of the room. The smell of burnt hair and flesh clouded the air like smoke. Stupid. How fucking stupid. How could she have been so stupid as to not wear gloves to close a circuit with enough power to light up Sydney for ten years?

“God, Maggie, you’re a moron,” she whispered.

A fire in an engineering unit—what on Earth had possessed her to think the circuitry in the room was still properly insulated? They were sitting on a metal gantry. The two last breakers were down again, and Maggie was willing to bet the box was the problem. She eased Lídia’s head off her legs and staggered to her feet. Rubber-handled pliers were nestled in a tool drawer, and she vomited again as she forced the grips around the breakers and slammed them back up.

This time, nothing exploded.

“Fuck,” Maggie whispered and dropped back to the wall. “Fuck.”

How lucky were they? An electrical shock from a ship. They should have been killed. They should have been—

Maggie wiped the blood off her chin and looked down.

“Lídia?”

Lídia was little more than a crumpled heap on the floor. She looked like a dropped doll, all limbs and angles. Both hands were bloody and burned. A great gash across the back of her head bled sluggishly, staining her headwrap from the inside out. Maggie left it in place to serve as a bandage. Lídia had slammed back into the cabinets with incredible force, and Maggie only noticed the worst of it when she tried to put her into recovery and count her uneven breaths.

Nobody’s arm bent like that.

Shit.
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Maggie took care of herself first.

She had to. If she blacked out from her own injuries, then Lídia would be screwed. Maggie’s hand was burned from the shock, and her concussion made her want to lie down and sleep. A caffeine shot from the kit was ill-advised, but her only option. And the burn cream was painful as all hell, but the regeneration glove and its protective gel padding soothing. She sighed deeply as it got to work, then crouched by Lídia’s prone form.

“Come on,” she said, squeezing her shoulder. “You have to wake up now.”

Nothing.

“Please, Lídia.”

Nothing.

“I’ll set fire to Dan McMasters without you.”

Still nothing.

“All right. I’m sorry.”

She took the broken arm between both hands—and squeezed.

It worked. The blow from Lídia’s good hand was savage, breaking Maggie’s nose. Fresh blood burbled noisily, and Maggie paused to set it and blow it loudly into her own sleeve before tapping Lídia’s cheek sharply.

“Hey! Hey, awake is good. You need to stay like that, okay?”

“Fuck off, you—”

Whatever she was, was snarled in another language. Maggie opted to ignore it.

“We need to get back to the kitchen.”

“We—we did it?”

“Yep. All systems are back online. So you and me need to get back to the kitchen.”

“I—” Lídia blinked hazily. Her pupils were two different sizes. “I think the medical bay might be better.”

“Good call. So where’s that?”

“I—fuck. I don’t know.”

Then she leaned over and was loudly sick.

“Yeah, there’s a lot of that going around,” Maggie said, stuffing her first-aid kit back into the bag. It could wait. She needed to get Lídia on her feet first and foremost. Mopping up could hold for half an hour.

Getting Lídia on her feet was easy. She was taller than Maggie, but it was all skin and bone. She didn’t exactly weigh a lot. But getting her to put one foot in front of the other? That took a lot more effort, and progress was painstakingly slow. Lídia kept forgetting where they were going. Why. She tried to sit down four times, and Maggie let her once before instantly regretting it. She blacked out standing another time. Maggie gave up entirely on the idea of finding the medical unit. Quarters. At least she knew where their quarters were.

But it still took an hour to finish a fifteen-minute walk.

The lights blazed down every corridor. The hum of the air conditioners seemed deafeningly loud after the eerie dark and quiet. Vending machines flashed invitingly as they passed. Maggie had to borrow an access card from one of the corpses in engineering to get through the doors. The lifts worked, so they abandoned the access shafts.

Which was just as well, because Lídia couldn’t climb.

She could barely walk, even without the confusion and the exhaustion. Maggie felt wobbly, but Lídia shook with every step, and it took all of their combined strength to get her from the engineering unit to the lifts, and then from the lifts to her quarters.

Where she collapsed in her bunk, sweat soaking through her bloody wrap, and passed out.

Maggie went into the head to throw up, then came back and stared down at her. At the mess of her hands, both bleeding sluggishly from savage burns. At the way her right hand looked like it had been put on backwards, and the arm was bent in the middle.

Broken.

Badly.

Maggie could only assume Lídia had landed on it when they’d both been flung back by that first burst of electricity. She was surprised she’d not broken anything herself, though her whiplash from the initial accident had been magnified a thousandfold. She’d be stiff in the morning, but she’d been lucky.

Lídia, not so much.

Maggie hadn’t done a first-aid course in a long time, but she knew she couldn’t just leave it. Sighing, she ripped open the backpack she’d taken with her, found the box, and shook the contents out onto the bed.

“Sorry,” she said, “but this is going to hurt.”

She dealt with the burns first. Even unconscious, Lídia groaned at the antiseptic and the burn gloves. Her fingers were too long for even the larger pair, and Maggie had to cut the tips of the gloves off to slide them on properly. It was messy work, and her own hands were bloody when she was done. She ducked back into the head to wash her ungloved one, and rested her forehead on the cool tiles of the wall as she thought about what to do next.

How in the hell was she supposed to set an arm?

Maggie had never set a broken bone before. Somehow, she’d only had one in her life, and she couldn’t remember how—or even when—it had been set. It hadn’t been covered in her courses, and it had been a long, long time since the in-depth first aid they’d received in cadets. If she’d stayed in the military, she would have had a medic. And Ganymede Logistics sure as hell didn’t pay for first-aid courses.

Gingerly, Maggie lifted the broken arm, cradling the wrist in one hand and the elbow in the other. Lídia was all joints, and it made seeing the break easy. An unnatural bump halfway up. The straight, smooth run from the elbow suddenly interrupted. Which way round were the radius and ulna anyway? Would she break the other if she tried to wrench them back into place?

If it were a broken bar in her cockpit, Maggie would simply wrench the two pieces back together until they were roughly straight. She suspected that was all she could do for Lídia. Force the bone into place and apply a splint.

“You might want to stay unconscious for this,” she advised.

The first-aid kit was well stocked with bandages. Makeshift splints were rustled up from the kitchen, which had an alarming supply of flat wooden spatulas. Maggie snapped the ends off to make them short enough, then laid them out on the bed.

“Sorry,” she said and wrapped her fingers around Lídia’s forearm.

The grind of bone was horrific. Lídia snapped awake. Her scream tore at the ceiling and her feet at the sheets. But her upper body stiffened, her spine so hard and straight that, for a split second, Maggie wondered if she’d gone into a seizure.

“I’m sorry. I’m so fucking sorry—”

Maggie had wanted to click the arm into place. Like two pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. But it didn’t click. It scored and groaned and scraped. The shudder of moving bone under her hands made her stomach turn. The bump warped. The bend twisted. Lídia’s hand shuddered like a puppet on a string.

And then it was straight.

And silent.

Maggie let go and fell back against the wall. Lídia’s head rolled on the pillow, and the shock dragged her under once more. Her chest heaved. So did Maggie’s.

“Excuse me,” Maggie whispered.

That round of vomiting was nothing to do with her concussion.

Her burned hand ached. Her heart hammered in her chest like a frightened rabbit’s. Her hands shivered like the bones were still grinding in their grasp, and she sat back against the shower door and wedged them between her knees to stop it. Closed her eyes.

“Get it together,” she whispered.

It would be so easy to go to pieces, right here and right now. But the ship was humming gently around her. The lights were bright. They had power. They had engines. They could fly.

“You’re a fucking pilot,” Maggie whispered. “Get yourself to-fucking-gether.”

Balling her uninjured hand into a fist, she brought it smashing down onto the tiles. The pain lanced through the shaking, like a bolt of lightning in a dark storm.

“Pain is proof of life.”

She shoved herself upright once more and made for the door. There might be a programmed flight path, or there might not. She snatched the stolen card they’d used to get through the doors off Lídia’s side table and stooped to press a kiss to her clammy forehead.

“Stay right here,” she said. “I’ll be back soon.”

All she had to do was pick a flight path. Just figure out where they needed to be, and tell the computers to get them there. If there were monsters in the abyss, or meteoroids to take them out like her ship had been taken out, then there was very little Maggie could do about it anyway. She was one person trying to pilot a ship built for two or three hundred. She just had to hope The Swift was bigger than whatever had attacked her in the first place.

With the lifts working, getting up to the command centre was much easier, yet Maggie swayed on her feet as the numbers ticked by. Her thoughts blurred. Pain radiated from her nose in dull, throbbing bursts. Her wobbly joints wouldn’t stick in the right places, so she fell into the pilot’s chair rather than sat down. The console swam before her eyes. She struggled to find the slot for the dead engineer’s card. The headset felt heavy in her hands.

“Computer—”

She had to tell it—

Something.

There was something she had to do.

Wasn’t there?


Chapter Thirteen

“You and me, we’re like the first moon landing…”

The wind chimes were singing along. Maggie smiled, stretching in the sunlit bed. Pools of heat lay in patches across the sheets. Here, where the morning sun kissed the cotton. There, where Maggie’s feet had just been. A little further over, where Hélène had lain just moments ago.

Hélène.

Maggie pushed back the sheets. The floor was cool on her bare feet. She paused to frown at her reflection, running her hand over her scalp. When had she shaved her head? Whose tank top was she wearing?

“You’ll touch down to feel a little rough ground…”

Maggie shrugged it off and padded out into the hall. The city flashed past in the windows as she headed for the kitchen. The apartment squatted high above most of the other buildings. There were perks to military life. And once she graduated, they’d be upgraded. She was looking forward to a house instead of an apartment.

A summer sunrise bathed the kitchen in bright light. Birds chittered on the feeders hanging from the balcony railings. Through the open doors, the breeze ruffled the edges of the photos on the fridge door. Hers—Hélène never bothered. Sam and Ma, mainly. A couple of Marmar. They smiled up from the old-fashioned paper, captured forever. Maggie had to remember to ring Ma today.

“Hélène?”

A chair creaked. Maggie turned. Around the corner of the L-shaped kitchen, tucked away in the cool shade, a figure was draped over Hélène’s dining chair. Long limbs. Black eyes. A frizzy halo of light-brown hair. Bangles and flip-flops, tight jeans and fluid tattoos, but a flat chest, naked from the waist up. Maggie’s skin prickled. There was something…familiar. Not about the stranger, but about their in-betweenness.

They were in-between.

Like Maggie.

“Who are you?” Maggie asked.

“You know who I am.”

“No, I don’t. And you’re in my apartment.”

“It doesn’t belong to you anymore.”

“Don’t be stupid. You need to leave. Where’s Hélène?”

The stranger smiled. They lifted a long finger and pointed to the open balcony doors.

“She’s out there.”

The little balcony was empty. Maggie frowned.

“No she isn’t.”

“Of course she is. Go and have a look.”

They made no motion to get up. Maggie backed cautiously towards the balcony until her bare heels kissed the edge of the doorframe, and then she turned and stepped out into the dark.

Sunlight flooded the apartment. The city outside the windows had been bathed in a shimmering heat haze. But the balcony hung in the depths of space, and the terrible cold sliced at Maggie’s skin like claws. She hugged herself. Her jaw hung open, and she forgot to breathe. Could she breathe?

“…but I’m right here where I’ve always been…”

The singing was so very far away.

“Hélène!”

The abyss gulped down her voice. Stars gleamed coldly in the distance, a thousand predators watching a very small mouse. She tried to turn back into the apartment, but it was gone. The stranger stood on the tiny balcony with her, and nebulae swirled in the depths of their eyes.

“Who are you?” Maggie whispered. “Where’s Hélène?”

“She’s out there.”

Maggie turned her back. She gripped the railing until the cold burned right through her fingers and down to the bone.

“Hélène!”

The stranger’s lips brushed her ear.

“And you’re out looking for worlds unseen.”

It hadn’t been Hélène’s singing. It hadn’t been—

The shove jarred Maggie’s ribs. The railing dissolved. The void leapt up to grab her, but she wasn’t falling. There was—nothing. Even as the balcony vanished, the song breaking up like a faulty distress signal, Maggie didn’t fall.

She floated.

With nothing between her and the frozen depths of deep space. Nothing between her beating heart and death but a thin strip of her own skin. Flimsy. Pathetic. When had Maggie’s skin ever been thick enough to save anything?

“Lídia!”

Who the hell was Lídia?

“You and me, we’re like the first moon landing…”
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“—unseen—”

Maggie jolted awake.

The console was hard against her cheek. The headset was askew. Music played gently through one earpiece.

“Computer, turn the music off,” she whispered.

Rixi’s chirpy voice burst and vanished like a popped bubble. Maggie groaned as she sat up, her spine protesting.

“A dream,” she whispered.

Just a stupid dream. Her final-year apartment. Hélène missing. Lídia.

Maggie scrubbed the cobwebs from her eyes. Her head and nose throbbed, but the pain wasn’t so sharp as before. She wondered how long she’d been out—and how many more concussions she was going to have to endure before she got back home.

“I’m so done with space travel.”

The console had rebooted to more or less what the pilot had been doing before he’d gotten up and walked away. Namely a game of cards, an autopilot monitoring window, and a music playlist. Maggie curled her lip at her predecessor’s taste in music and swiped out of the card game before calling up the autopilot.

Her plan was simple.

“Computer, how many escape pods?”

“I’m sorry, I do not understand the question.”

Maggie sighed. “How many escape pods are left?”

“I’m sorry, I do not understand the question.”

“I fucking hate this software,” she whispered to the ceiling.

“I’m sorry, I do not understand the—”

“Not you!” She rubbed her temples. Oh, for the days the computer needed a command prompt for every sentence, instead of every five minutes. “Right. Computer. Count escape pods.”

“Three.”

“Count escape pod docking stations.”

“Thirty-eight.”

Thirty-eight escape pods, with three remaining. All right.

“Display docking station history, last use.”

A table flashed up on her console. Thirty-eight rows appeared like blinking lights, all carrying the same date and time.

“Display duration of autopilot.”

The duration flashed up, and the table vanished. Maggie rolled her eyes.

“Your operating software sucks.”

“I’m sorry, I do not—”

“Shut up.”

Apparently, someone had thought ‘shut up’ worthy of inputting. The mechanical voice dutifully shut up.

For a pilot, Maggie wasn’t all that good at maths, and she couldn’t be bothered with the ship’s archaic software to find a calculator. But even her rudimentary maths was enough to tell her that over one thousand eight hundred hours in autopilot meant it had been engaged before the escape pods had been jettisoned. They had been on a long cruise. Probably doing exactly what Maggie had been doing. Taking a shortcut. Taking a stupid bloody shortcut.

“Computer, display ship’s coordinates when escape pods were last used.”

“I’m sorry, I do not—”

She groaned. “Display docking station history, last use.” Fine. She’d read it out. She’d gotten far too used to the slicker RR operating systems that Ganymede Logistics used. Maybe this was a shoddy government vessel after all.

After a bit of fiddling, she managed to get the computer to calculate the ship’s position at the exact time McMasters had gone on his murder spree. Copying the coordinates across into the autopilot, Maggie crossed her fingers and breathed out when it flashed green.

“Warning. Course adjustment in progress. Warning. Course adjustment in progress…”

The ship shuddered. The strange sense of turning, even without a viewscreen to watch anything move outside, dragged against Maggie’s brain. They were turning. They were moving.

They were flying.

Autopilot was slow by design. It wasn’t designed for last-minute changes or to respond to threats. No doubt that was what had happened to Maggie. Now she could think, she’d not been attacked at all. She’d not been paying attention, and her autopilot had flown her right into the path of something else. A meteor shower, a dust cloud, some kind of space debris—whatever.

So she didn’t touch the speed. She’d do battle with that later, when she could sit up here all day and pay attention. When she could actually do her job without a busted nose, burnt hands, and nightmares dogging at her thoughts.

But they were on their way.

“I’m coming, Hélène.”

They would get back to the last point they knew for sure that Hélène had been. It was a start. They could still be there, or they could have left markers. Signals. Something to point the way. Maybe they had been near a compatible planet or moon, or they’d been closer to the trade routes than where the ship had sailed since.

“I’m coming,” Maggie whispered and pressed her hand to the diagram of the ship’s new flight path. “I’m coming.”


Chapter Fourteen

Lídia had moved.

She wasn’t in her room, but Maggie’s. She’d curled on her side under the sheets, her wounded arm stuck out in front of her. The fingers felt cold and waxy when Maggie touched them lightly, and Lídia’s gaze was drunk and hazy when she opened her eyes.

“Hey,” Maggie whispered, kneeling by the side of the bed. “How you feeling?”

The mumble wasn’t in English.

“Want to try that again?”

“G’ f’ck yourself…”

Maggie laughed. High, shrill, and far too panicky. She reined it in. “Maybe later. I have good news. The power’s back on. We’re headed back to where you were when everyone left the ship. Maybe they’re still there.”

Lídia pursed her lips.

“Hélène.”

“Her too.”

Dark eyes slid shut. “Good for you.”

Maggie hesitated. She stroked her hand up Lídia’s shoulder, palming her neck and cheek. Her skin was coated in a thin layer of sweat, and her breathing shallow. But the fever wasn’t too severe. Not yet.

“You want to get something to eat and have a shower?”

A feeble smile flickered across Lídia’s face.

“Too tired.”

“Yeah, but you need something.”

Like a wash, for starters. They were both filthy. Maggie’s skin felt crusty, and an unpleasant stench wafted up from her armpits every time she moved.

“How about a sponge bath?” she offered.

“You’re j’s trying to get me naked…”

“I promise not to drool.”

Lídia chuckled, but nodded. Maggie squeezed her shoulder, then pushed up from the floor and headed for the kitchen. She was going to need a bucket.

There were no buckets in the kitchen, but there was a large casserole dish. She filled it with warm water and carried it carefully back to her quarters before ducking into the bathroom for soap and a flannel. She paused to strip to her bra and boxers, scrubbed her arms clean to the shoulder, then snagged a towel from the rail and walked back into the bedroom.

“Looking good,” Lídia mumbled.

“Your turn,” Maggie said.

“S’cold,” Lídia complained when Maggie drew the sheets back.

“It’s not that bad.”

Lídia was limp and seemed disinclined to move. Maggie worked on her boots and trousers first, gently stripping her from the waist down. She had long, elegant feet with chipped polish on the nails, and she grumbled when Maggie touched the remnants of duck-egg blue with one finger.

“I can redo them for you, if you like.”

“M’ybe later…”

“Want me to start here?”

“Okay.”

Thankfully, Lídia wasn’t ticklish. She had lean legs—not skinny, as Maggie had previously assumed, but wiry. Hard calves but thin thighs. The bones of her feet were plain to see. Maggie had to admit she quite liked pretty feet in a pair of good heels, and Lídia’s would look elegant, if a little naked with no tattoos.

“Why no tattoos on your legs?”

“N’ money…”

“Fair enough.” Maggie massaged Lídia’s feet as she cleaned them, and Lídia sighed deeply.

“S’nice.”

“Thanks.”

“Where’d you learn’t?”

“Marmar.”

“Who?”

“My grandmother. Alternative medicine—aromatherapy, massage, meditation, the power of prayer, even acupuncture. She didn’t believe in doctors.”

“Silly.”

“Sometimes. But it saved me.”

Lídia made a questioning noise.

“Most babies born like me, they get cut up,” Maggie said. “But Marmar wouldn’t let Ma take me to them. Said I’d figure it out on my own.”

“Did you?”

“No.”

“Not yet. Pl’nty time.”

“What if I never figure it out?”

“So wh’t?” Lídia muttered. “Y’r looking at it all wrong. Doesn’t matter if you get an answer. Wh’t matters is you keep askin’ the questions.”

Maggie wrung out the flannel, frowning.

“What’s the point of questions if you don’t have the answers?”

“Th’ asking.”

Maggie shook her head with a smile. She rubbed the flannel up the back of Lídia’s calf. “You’re talking nonsense.”

“No. You’re stubborn.”

“Well, I’ve been called that before.”

But Lídia’s words kept prodding at Maggie’s thoughts as she worked. What did that mean? What was the point of asking questions if they weren’t going to generate any answers? Why was it important to ask questions in the first place? Maggie had been under the CSF since she was thirteen years old. Good soldiers didn’t ask questions.

Maggie paused, cloth at Lídia’s knee.

She’d always had the answers. If people thought her body was ugly, hide it. If people thought she was a woman, be one.

And then she’d been given a choice. Tick the box.

“Maybe that was the first time I asked a question,” Maggie whispered.

“Hm?”

She blinked. “Nothing. Um. Do you—you okay if I remove your underwear?”

“Not how I ’magined it happening.” Lídia chuckled but plucked at her knickers. “Go ’head.”

She was wearing lacy knickers. Maggie had never dared. They weren’t for people like them—but apparently nobody had told Lídia, or she hadn’t been listening. They felt whisper-thin against Maggie’s fingers as she pulled them down.

Lídia seemed to doze as Maggie washed her to the waist, but stirred again when Maggie put her knickers back on and tucked the sheets around her lower half.

“You’ll have to sit up.”

“No,” Lídia said. “Cut it.”

“What?”

“M’shirt.”

“But—”

“S’just a T-shirt.” She pulled a face. “Might be sick if I sit up.”

Maggie winced. “All right. Let me go and find some scissors.”

There were nail scissors in the bathroom, and the light fabric of Lídia’s top parted easily between the blades. She wasn’t wearing a bra. The fabric peeled away from her sweaty skin, and she sighed blissfully at the first pass of the flannel.

“S’good.”

“Is it helping?”

“Li’l bit…”

She was drowsy. Maggie wasn’t sure if it was a good sign or not. She couldn’t remember ever having cared for someone who was injured before. CSF had medics. Hélène hadn’t tolerated playing patient to any nursemaid. Lídia’s lax stupor was frightening—but also more than a little warming. She trusted Maggie.

Maggie shook the thought off. Lídia didn’t have a choice but to trust her.

But Maggie couldn’t deny that it helped her, even if it made no difference to Lídia. There was something calming about it. The panic hammering at her brain eased. The grip of asthma on her lungs lessened. She forgot about the inhaler tucked into her pocket and the shudder of the turning ship under her feet. There was just Lídia’s warm skin, the soft flannel cloth, the flicker of her heart beating beneath her ribs.

Even broken, she was beautiful.

The tattoos began at her hips. Coral reefs grew on the bones, sprouting anemones in stunning colours around her waist and back. Fish danced. An octopus climbed over her shoulder, tentacles gripping her arm in a great orange hug. The sea burst into a dusky sky at the nape of her neck, waves crashing on the rocks as a red-and-white lighthouse disappeared into her hairline and under the wrap. For a moment, Maggie imagined that the searchlight was her Afro, and the light brown would be brilliant white in the endless dark night.

They weren’t tattoos. It was a single tattoo, cradling her body in art.

“You love the sea?” she asked.

Lídia stirred. “Hm?”

“The sea. You love the sea?”

“Mhmm.”

“So why would you leave Earth?”

“Same r’son anyone does,” Lídia mumbled. “Earth didn’t want me.”

Maggie stomach twisted.

“Earth’s wrong,” she breathed.

She wrung out the cloth, then tugged on the wrap. The lighthouse’s beam was matted with blood from a shallow cut at the back of Lídia’s head, and although cleaning the cut was easy, washing Lídia’s hair was a familiar frustration. Like Maggie’s, Lídia’s was made up of tight, dense curls that sprang in every direction. Maggie had to massage the blood and grime out. She’d been shaving her own so long she was out of practice.

“Do you think I should grow out my hair again?” she asked.

“St’p asking other people.”

Maggie bit back a smile. “I’m going to grow it out, I think.”

She’d first shaved it when the other cadets had made fun of her for it. She was dirty because she didn’t wash it every day like them. They hadn’t understood—or maybe they hadn’t wanted to understand—that hers didn’t dry in an hour like theirs. So she’d shaved it off, and kept it cropped close to the scalp for most of her teenage years. She’d grown out a Mohawk after meeting Hélène, letting Hélène relax it so it fell like a white woman’s hair over the left side of her face or could be spiked up and temporarily coloured when they had a weekend to themselves. But the first thing she’d done after finding Hélène’s ring on the kitchen counter was to take the clippers to her head again.

Maybe she could do something else with it now. CSF had regulations about hair, but she wasn’t in CSF. Ganymede Logistics didn’t give a shit. And after abandoning their vessel, she probably didn’t have a job with them anymore anyway. She could wear her hair how she liked.

“Think I could pull off an Afro?”

“Y’r too scary for a ’fro.”

“What should I—”

“Stop askin’ other people,” Lídia sang, then rubbed her good hand over her face. “Are you done? S’cold.”

“Nearly,” Maggie promised. Lídia’s hair was that pretty pale brown again, and Maggie wrapped it back up in clean cotton. It would knot like crazy, but Lídia could take care of that once she was better. “Just got to fix your face.”

“G’d luck with that.”

“It’s a nicer face than mine.”

“Lies.”

She pouted when Maggie brushed the flannel over her mouth, and before she knew why or what she was doing, Maggie bent and kissed the sulky expression away. It was just a brief brush, barely more than a peck, but the spark that burst off the contact was like another electric shock. She flinched back. Lídia smiled.

“Thanks.”

“Um—I—I’m done. I’m done. You—you should sleep.”

“Mm.”

Maggie dropped the flannel in the casserole dish, the water dark and murky. Fingers curled around her wrist, and she froze, not daring to look back at Lídia’s naked body, the sheets nothing more than a tantalising hint of hidden beauty.

“I hope you find her, Maggie.”

Shame flooded Maggie’s face.

“Yeah. Me…me too.”


Chapter Fifteen

After a shower, a sandwich, and forcing some soup down Lídia’s neck, Maggie headed back up to the command centre.

Time had lost meaning. The ship’s clock said it was two in the morning, but what did that matter? The shower—and her impromptu nap on the console—had revitalised her a little. The sandwich did the rest.

The problem was that autopilot was slow. By Lídia’s reckoning, they’d been flying for eight weeks. Maggie wasn’t exactly excited about taking eight weeks to find the crew’s last known position, but she was equally unhappy about setting a heavy ship on a fast course into the unknown.

Autopilot for ships worked similarly to autodrive on a car. The sensors detected obstructions and responded accordingly. The only problem was that it was much easier to correct a car’s course than a ship’s, and the sensor technology had far more to rely on in an atmosphere than in the vacuum of space. In a nutshell, the ship could only see obstructions over a certain size and at a certain distance. And moving at full speed, obstacles could easily appear in the ship’s path far too late for the automated systems to do anything about it. Which necessitated a skilled pilot to take over the controls, and a qualified navigator to run long-range scans to limit those moments.

Maggie had no doubt her own laziness had caused her accident. Weeks without so much as a paper tissue crossing her path, and she’d stopped watching. And lo and behold, her ship had slammed into something the autopilot hadn’t been good enough to avoid.

Once was enough.

Settling back into the pilot’s chair, Maggie glanced over the new course. It was a surprisingly short distance and very wobbly. They’d been weaving.

“Computer, display pilots’ log.”

But that was too much to hope for. A CSF-trained pilot like Maggie logged every single time they took over from the autopilot or keyed in to assist, no matter how minor a correction. But EU-404 apparently hadn’t been so interested in the finer details. The only entries predated the autopilot, even though there was no way that meandering route had been purely computerised.

“What were you avoiding?” she whispered.

The mystery deepened when she started checking the dates. The autopilot had been on since before the pods were jettisoned. And before that fateful day, the route had been far more direct.

“That doesn’t make sense,” Maggie whispered. “Computer, display obstruction scan results.”

The scan window opened. Maggie groaned. The red triangle in the centre—the ship—was surrounded by debris. Thirty or forty rocks, or something like them. An asteroid field. A dust cloud. They’d been on the edge of it when Maggie had forced the course correction, and now they were heading back into the mess.

“Great.”

The linear route before McMasters had gone on his murder spree, and then this? Could it be a coincidence?

“Don’t be daft,” Maggie sighed. “Lídia said he was an abusive shit. There’s no such thing as aliens and monsters.”

Well, there were monsters, all right. But they were monsters like Dan McMasters. And he was dead and rotting in his room.

There was nothing to help her identify what the rocks were. Cargo ships weren’t military or exploratory. They didn’t care. The objects didn’t seem to be moving in any particular direction, and were significantly smaller than the ship. A head-on collision would be bad news, but Maggie pushed the speed up a notch anyway. They’d survive.

She sat back, eyeing the scan results as they refreshed every few seconds. A far cry from military vessels. She’d gotten used to never really knowing what was lurking just the other side of the hull, but the accident had knocked the habit back out of her. She wanted to know what the rocks were. A broken-up moon? Dead ships? Were they drifting in a graveyard? She’d not noticed anything but The Swift when she’d abandoned her own ship, but she hadn’t been looking. And they’d drifted so close to this dying star it was entirely possible it had drawn other objects into its soft glow.

“Computer, broadcast a message on all frequencies.”

“Please record message…now.”

“This is Maggie McLean, pilot of EU-404. If anyone can hear me, please respond.”

“Cannot broadcast.”

“What?”

“I’m sorry, I do not—”

“Fuck’s sake. Shut it!” Maggie spat. She sighed, rubbing her neck, then tried again. “Computer. Why will the message not broadcast?”

“Communications array is inoperable.”

“Why?”

“Communications array is inoperable.”

“What’s the error code?”

The minute she asked, she regretted it. Maggie was a pilot. She had no idea what ER123245C meant.

“Never mind. Can I fix it?”

“I’m sorry, I do not—”

“Computer, how do I repair communications error?”

“Consult maintenance support.”

Maggie sighed. “Yeah, because I have a bunch of those running around.”

Had McMasters done something to the communications array, like he’d sabotaged the engineering unit? But…why? He’d intended to kill his wife. Maybe Lídia. By the antsy behaviour on the vids, Maggie wasn’t sure he’d meant to doom the entire ship. So why bother with the array?

In any case, she didn’t have a hope in hell of fixing it. No more than on her own—

“Wait.”

Hers hadn’t worked either.

Those error messages had flashed up every time she’d tried to send a distress signal. She hadn’t known if they were sending or not.

“Computer, replay last incoming communication.”

There was a pause.

“‘Message received, EU-404. Nothing to report. Safe travels. Carsee signing off, over and out.’”

Carsee.

That was months away. They must have started crossing this uncharted sector after passing the colony at Carsee. They’d never heard Maggie calling for help. And Maggie couldn’t call anyone else for help, even if there was someone out there to listen.

“Fuck.”

On the plus side, she supposed, there was nobody else out there to call right now. The scans would tell her if there was a ship in range. They’d detect its power signature. She supposed she’d have to cross the communications bridge when she came to it.

“Computer, keep trying to send that message.”

“I’m sorry, I do not—”

“Never mind.” Maggie sighed, running a hand over her short crop of hair. “Come on, Hélène. Talk to me.”

She was out there. Somewhere. Nine weeks away, but a slow nine weeks. Top speed would bring it down to one week. But top speed was probably beyond her skill set now. Piloting at top speed in a large, unfamiliar ship with substandard software and equipment, after long shutter runs on boring, predictable trade routes? She’d undo all their good work in figuring out how to turn the power back on in the first place.

As it was, they were barely using any power. They might not even show up on someone else’s scans. Maggie eyed the tiny rocks on the scan, and took a leap of faith.

“Computer, does this ship have shields?”

“No.”

“Of course you don’t. Do you have hull reinforcers behind the radiation shields?”

“Yes.”

“Are they engaged?”

“Yes.”

“Okay. Let’s—let’s take a chance.”

Maggie nudged the speed up four notches and felt the engines surge.

“Let’s go and find Hélène.”

From far away—through several feet of thick metal, and hopefully tens of decks—something bumped against the hull, and Maggie watched a rock disintegrate off the port side.

“Sorry, space. Coming through.”

*

“No.”

Lídia apparently didn’t know what no meant. She pushed her good arm down on the bed and stood on shaking limbs.

“Are you high? I said—”

“Make yourself useful,” Lídia croaked. “Go to the medical unit and get me some proper painkillers. Then I’ll be high. And happy.”

“When you get back in bed.”

“Well, apparently bed is in the command centre now. So I’m going to bed. You can get those drugs.”

Maggie hesitated, but it was obvious her only option was to knock Lídia out to put her back in the bunk. Although it wouldn’t have to be a hard knock. Lídia’s skin was dull and slick with sweat again. Her frame shook. She cradled her broken arm against her chest, fingers dark and limp. But the shadows under her eyes seemed worse.

Maggie swallowed.

“Fine,” she said. “If you promise to sleep.”

“Sure. Sleep. Sure.”

Maggie didn’t quite dare go to the medical unit. She walked Lídia up to the command centre, trailing after her with armloads of bedding, and set about making up a bed for her by the pilot’s console. Once she had Lídia settled, she called up the ship’s map on the consoles, and headed off down to the medical bay.

An empty but fully powered ship was an entirely different level of strange. If the gloomy, blue-toned corridors had given Maggie visions of ghosts and monsters hiding in the shadows, the bright and empty walkways made her feel impossibly small. Every step echoed away into nothingness. It reminded her of hanging on the edge of space before her jump onto The Swift. It was another abyss. Another void.

She hurried.

The medical unit was, like everywhere else, pristine. A tidy waiting room that reminded Maggie of a dentist’s office sat at the mouth of a long, narrow corridor with small treatment rooms leading off both left and right. At the very end was a small ward, Lídia’s abandoned bed standing out a mile from the clinical environment by its rumpled sheets. Maggie closed the door on it, feeling sick.

She found the pharmacy in one of the small rooms she’d presumed to be a treatment room. Thankfully, the labels were the standard multilingual ones they used in the Commonwealth. She stuffed her pockets with packets upon packets of codeine, and snagged two bottles of antiseptic too. It couldn’t hurt. And the darker tone of Lídia’s fingers was haunting Maggie’s thoughts.

Lídia was dozing when Maggie got back to the command centre. Or semi-conscious. Maggie didn’t know the difference. Lídia swallowed the codeine tablets dry and closed her eyes again without a word. She was getting hotter, but Maggie didn’t know what to do about it except get her to drink more water. Which Lídia refused.

“I just want to sleep,” she whispered.

“Yeah, well, you’ve been doing a lot of that.”

“I got electrocuted and broke my arm,” Lídia grumbled. “Give me a break.”

Maggie laughed hoarsely, sitting back against the console.

“I’d like to,” she said, tipping her head back and letting her eyelids droop. “But I don’t think either of us will be getting any breaks. Not until we find them. Not until someone finds us.”

Lídia snorted. Maggie breathed. The ship hummed gently around them, oblivious to it all.

“Hello?”

Maggie’s eyes flew open.

“Is anybody there?”

“Oh my God.”

“Hello?”

“Hélène.”


Chapter Sixteen

“Hélène!”

“Hello?”

Maggie leapt for the communications array. It sat dark and oblivious as she smashed her hands down on buttons at random.

“Hélène, can you hear me? Hélène! I’m—it’s me! I’m right here!”

“Hello? Hello?”

“Hélène!”

Crackling overcame the line.

“He—he—why—working—can—”

“I’m right here!” Maggie bellowed at the console, but it was no use. Hélène’s voice began to break up. The console refused to respond. Nothing she pressed worked.

“It’s not sending,” Hélène said. “It’s not—”

“It is!” Maggie shouted. “It is, I can hear you, I can!”

“—not—”

A burst of air ruined the little quality remaining, and she died away as quickly as she’d appeared.

“Hélène! Hélène!”

She was out there. She was within hailing range. She was right here.

“Computer, scan for any ships. Long range.”

“Scan negative.”

“Any life signs!”

“Scan negative.”

“Anything!”

“I’m sorry, I do not—”

“Fuck!”

Maggie kicked the console. The pain that crashed through her big toe jarred the rage and forced a sliver of room for rationality.

“Computer, trace origin of last message.”

“Unable to comply.”

“Why?”

“Communications array not responding.”

“How do I fix it?”

“Please consult the maintenance department.”

“Let’s pretend there is no maintenance department,” Maggie spat. “How can I—me, Maggie, me—how can I fix it?”

“I’m sorry, I do not und—”

“Fuck!”

She sank into the communication officer’s chair. Her hands were shaking. Hélène was alive. She was nearby, relatively speaking. But Maggie couldn’t trace the signal without the communications array, and if she couldn’t trace the signal, how could she follow it to find Hélène?

She squared her jaw.

There was one crewmember from maintenance still on board.

Rotting in his room, but aboard all the same.

There was only one thing for it.

Something was wrong with the communications array, and unless Maggie knew what had happened, she didn’t have a hope in hell of fixing it. And without fixing it, she could be on top of the escape pods and the stranded crew and Hélène, and never know a thing.

Which meant—

“I’ll be right back,” she whispered.

Lídia didn’t stir.

It was probably for the best. She’d want to come. And watch McMaster’s corpse burn before pissing on the embers. Which was fair enough, but Maggie had to stay focused.

Every step to McMaster’s quarters was like wading through treacle. Hélène’s voice echoed in her head, urging her onwards, but the sight of Rebecca’s charred corpse dragged at her heels. The plate on the door was like a sick joke—McMasters, D. and McMasters, R. Maggie hung in the corridor for long minutes, trying to drum up the courage to open the door.

She wanted to see him. Wanted to see the collapsed, pathetic frame of a man who’d murdered his wife—maybe murdered hundreds of people—because he was jealous she’d found somebody better. A man whose ego had been more important than a human life, and more fragile than an eggshell.

A man like Pa.

But she didn’t want to acknowledge his existence either. He ought to rot in there, unmourned and unloved. Forgotten. Ignored. If they found their way back to civilisation, Maggie was going to jettison the corpse and leave him to float in space for the rest of time. He didn’t deserve a funeral.

She steeled herself and swiped for entry.

The doors hissed back, and the stale stench of decay washed over her in a foul wave. She retched. It was old—the smell itself as rotten as the source—but still potent in the confined space.

The room was a mess. Ripped clothes all over the floor. Shards of glass from smashed digital frames. Dead flies. The TV had been ripped off the wall and smashed to smithereens. Upturned furniture and long scratches on the walls. Filthy carpet puddled under a crumpled corpse, dust from the broken ceiling tiles that had eventually given way scattered over the dirty bones and strips of leathered flesh like snow. Maggie curled her lip at the remains and delivered a short, sharp kick that sent his head barrelling over the floor like a bowling ball.

“Sick fuck.”

Maggie loved Hélène, and Hélène had walked away. But Maggie hadn’t murdered her, two hundred of her colleagues, and then hanged herself.

“Sick, sick fuck.”

Focus.

She pulled her gaze away from his empty eye sockets and glanced around. It was instantly apparent. The only neat thing in the whole room was the data stick sitting on the bedside table. Everything else had been upturned and destroyed, the drawers hanging open, and Rebecca’s lingerie ripped to pieces over the ruined bed.

But the data stick was perfectly parallel to the wall, alone on the clean and otherwise empty surface.

Maggie snatched it up and gratefully escaped the stink into the corridor.

The neighbouring quarters were neat and tidy, someone’s kids smiling down from pictures on the walls, and Maggie pulled out the film their proud parent had been watching before the disaster and plugged in McMaster’s property instead.

His face flickered into life on the screen, and Maggie’s stomach turned.

She didn’t remember much about Pa, and McMasters couldn’t look anything like him, yet he was exactly how Maggie imagined him to be. Scowling. Jittery. A raspy voice, hoarse from shouting. Stumbling over words. Stupid. Stupid and aggressive and sick sick sick.

“She deserved it.”

“Fuck off,” Maggie spat.

“Bitch deserved it. M’not sorry. Not sorry. For her. I’m—the others though. That’s different. That’s—I didn’t mean for that.”

He was sitting on the end of his bed. The room was already wrecked behind him. Between his knees, his fingers fidgeted, twisting a piece of cloth as though he were wringing it out.

“She should have been smarter. She was always going on about how dumb I was, how smart she was, how she was going places, and I was a dumb fuck. Not so smart now, are you, Becky? You always thought you was better than me.”

“She was,” Maggie griped.

“I did everything for her. I quit studying so I could pay for her degrees. I married her when she said it would be easier to get posts if she was seen as settled down. I followed her wherever she wanted to go. You think I wanted to clean toilets and fix doors, Becky? You think I wanted any of that? I did it for you!”

Fat beads of sweat rolled down his temples. Pit stains marked his grubby jumpsuit. He rocked back and forth, the motion hypnotic.

“Let you laugh at me in front of your friends. Haha, fucking Dan, lousy in bed and doesn’t even know what fluid mechanics means. Let you scream at me and slap me. Fucking Dan, too fucking pathetic to defend himself. Why don’t you fight back, you pathetic son of a bitch? Ha-fucking-ha. You laughing now? You laughing now?”

Maggie took a gulping breath and pressed a hand over her nose and mouth. Nausea bubbled inside.

“This is—I—” He let out a shrill laugh. “I’ve fucked up. I fucked up so bad. I’m not sorry she’s dead. I’m not sorry I finally grew a pair. But—fuck—the ship— I’m so sorry. I never meant for—”

His words dissolved entirely. The bed creaked. For several minutes, Maggie watched in horror as he paced, mumbling to himself. Several times, he slapped himself around the face. He ripped the sheets off the bed, shouting obscenities, then—just as suddenly as he’d fallen apart—he pulled it all back together and sat almost primly on the edge of the mattress.

“There’s no excuse,” he said. “Guess I’m as fucking dumb as Becky said. But there’s—people—families deserve to know. Why. I hope—I hope the escape pods find home. I really do. And I’m so—I’m so fucking sorry.”

“So why’d you fucking do it?” Maggie hissed.

“I’m not as dumb as she says. I knew. Knew there was another man. Knew it the minute she stopped making fun of my prick and started wanting it. But I didn’t want to admit it, you know? What man wants to admit his wife’s screwing someone else? And then she was puking up, and I told myself, you know, it’s fine. If it’s not—it’ll be mine, you know, but if it’s not—”

Maggie shuddered.

“There’s a lot of things I’d let you do, Becky, but not that.”

His shattered visage hardened. The wobbly lip curled, and his hands balled into fists. Maggie shrank back as the blubbering mess transformed into a murderer, and the weepy grief was burned away.

“You said it was a miscarriage but that was a lie, wasn’t it? You murdered him, you fucking whore. You ripped him out and murdered him, murdered my kid. I wouldn’t have cared! He’d have been mine! Whether it was your fuck on the side or not, I’d have raised him like mine!”

It was like a punch to the sternum. The breath was smashed right out of her.

“And when I confronted you, all you did was laugh in my face. Remember what you said, Becky? Remember? I remember. ‘Like it was going to stand a chance with a useless fat fuck like you for a father.’”

The rage ebbed. The sweating, the shivering, crept back in.

“I thought— I’m so fucking sorry. I thought it would look like an accident. I timed it for the drills. The fire. I knew it would trigger the evacuation procedure, so everyone else would be safe and somewhere else. They’d get out because of the drills. I didn’t want—I never wanted anyone else to get hurt. So I—I damaged the communications array so she’d not call anyone else down to the engineering unit. Only now, I can’t fix it. I can’t tell them it’s okay. And I don’t— I thought the mains power would be back online by now. I thought—”

He broke off, bowing in the middle and raking both hands through his hair. The exhale dissolved into harsh, racking sobs.

“I’m so fucking sorry!”

Maggie folded her arms around herself, shrinking back against the wall. Her fury tangled with a sour, rancid pity. He wasn’t a psychotic murderer like she’d imagined. He wasn’t a towering, oppressive force like Pa. He wasn’t a monster.

He was a mess.

“I meant to kill her. I meant for it all to stop. I still— Fuck, I’m so fucking weak. I love her. But I hate her. I hate what she’s done to me. And when she murdered my kid—”

He broke off again into those violent sobs.

“I can’t. I can’t, I can’t, I can’t…”

Maggie closed her eyes.

“I—I haven’t got much. There’s some savings. I don’t deserve shit, but…but someone make sure my mum gets what’s left? She—there’s nobody else. Please. Someone look after my mum. And—and don’t let her see this. Please. Please lie to my mum.”

Silence.

The flickering died on the other side of her eyelids. Darkness soothed the burn of tears. Maggie blinked them away quickly and turned for the door. Dan McMasters didn’t have the answers she needed. He couldn’t tell her anything about how to repair the communications array.

But he could tell her a completely different story—and one Maggie wasn’t sure she’d wanted to hear.


Chapter Seventeen

A full reset didn’t work.

A manual disconnect from the power didn’t work.

The breakers didn’t work.

Maggie sat back on her heels and ground her sore hands against her eyes. Her headache was back, and it was nothing to do with concussions. Her burns itched. And the communications array remained stubbornly, stupidly silent.

There had been no more messages from Hélène, but Maggie clung to what there had been all the same. The first time she’d heard Hélène’s voice since she’d walked away, and it hadn’t changed a bit. Maggie’s limbs ached, heart raced, skin shivered. It was like flu. She felt as sick as Lídia looked, and it was all from those few scattered words racing through the vacuum.

But from where?

“Where are you?”

Gritty eyes were blurring, and her stomach growled. Maggie didn’t know the time. It lost meaning quickly in deep space, but her aching back said she’d been crouched by the console for hours. Perhaps—perhaps Hélène would last a few more. Perhaps a sandwich and a sleep would bring new ideas.

“You want something to eat, Lídia?”

No reply. Maggie dragged herself upright and staggered across the command centre to Lídia’s nest.

She was getting worse. That was apparent before Maggie ever touched her forehead. She’d stopped sweating, but her cracked lips and almost dusty skin said why. Her skin radiated raw heat, like the lazy haze above the tarmac on hot summer days at Marmar’s. Her heart fluttered rather than truly beat, and even when Maggie squeezed her broken arm, there wasn’t a flicker of response.

“C’mon, Lídia. You need to drink.”

She managed to force a cup of water down her through tiny drops and throat massage, but Maggie knew it wasn’t enough. And she didn’t know how to set up a drip. If it had been covered in her training, she’d long since forgotten. She’d assumed there’d be medics wherever she went. And then she’d assumed she’d be alone, and dead if anything went wrong anyway.

She regretted it now.

“Maybe when the painkillers wear off, huh?”

But when was the last time Lídia had taken any? And why wouldn’t Maggie touching her arm have broken through them?

Her fingertips were swollen and black, the elegant digits more like fat sausages about to burst in the belly of the frying pan. Maggie knew the look. She worried her lower lip, gently tucking the hand back under the sheets.

“It’ll be all right,” she whispered, stroking Lídia’s fluffy hair, its clean springiness a strange counterpart to her waxy skin and limp body. “We’ll find Hélène and the crew, and that’ll include the doctors, won’t it? They’ll help. And then we’ll go home.”

There was no response. Maggie tore herself away long enough to find the nearest vending machine and retrieve a couple of falafels and a packet of crisps, then stretched out to lie beside Lídia. She didn’t dare touch, much less cuddle like she wanted in the cold emptiness of the command centre, but she listened to Lídia’s shallow breathing as the exhaustion crept over her.

“Make sure you’re here when I wake up,” she whispered.

She squeezed Lídia’s good hand but got no reply.

*

The pillow was soft under her ear, and Maggie drifted between the sound of her own pulse and the roar of the ocean meeting the shore. Birds shrieked. Wind chimes sang on the porch, a sweet counterpoint to the chugging car engine beyond them. Rixi was caterwauling in the next room. Not “Moon Landing.” Nothing off the Roche Limit album at all, actually. Something else. Older. Maybe “Spacesuits” or her first number one, “Diamonds in the Dust.”

She stretched, and her limbs found the edges of someone else. Warm. Willowy. She stroked her fingers over tattoos of the ocean, and they made love to the sound of the real thing. Sex with Hélène had been long and calculated, like acting a part. Sex with Lídia felt lazy and relaxed, almost an afterthought to the giddy high of simply touching her. Neither of them said a word. Lídia kissed like she could get drunk on it. Maggie came as though nothing had ever been wrong. There was no shyness, no hesitance, no pulling her shields around herself like a blanket. Lídia knew it all. Had seen it all. Touched it all like it was the first and last time all at once.

Maggie blinked.

The afterglow popped like a bubble, and Lídia was gone. The bed was a cold single, too narrow for Maggie’s stocky frame. The ceiling bulged and warped under damp patches and plaster cracks, long-forgotten but familiar. Her bedroom at Ma’s. She hadn’t been here in years.

“Lídia?” she called.

Nobody answered. The room had been stripped bare. Maggie’s childhood posters left nothing but patches of blue on faded walls, and the carpet was matted with dust and cat hair. A ghostly shape slithered past her ankles like smoke as she opened the door. Marmar’s long-dead black cat padded off down the hall before her.

Beyond, it wasn’t her childhood home, but the apartment she’d shared with Hélène. Gleaming wood floors and neutral décor. Hélène stood at the counter in her running shorts and an open, oversized flannel shirt. Her sports bra gleamed white above her flat stomach. The stud in her bellybutton—Hélène’s one secret from the CSF’s dress code—shimmered a deep ruby red, like a bead of blood in the centre of Maggie’s old world.

“Why did you do it?” Hélène asked, not looking up from her coffee.

Maggie’s jaw slackened. “I—what?”

The question didn’t make sense. Done what? Made love to Lídia? But Hélène had never known Lídia. And it was just a dream. Maggie had never—

“It was just a box,” Hélène said. “Just a stupid box nobody cares about. Why couldn’t you just tick the stupid box?”

Maggie’s blood turned like week-old milk. It curdled and hardened in her veins. Fingers curled into fists, and she only realised when the nails pressed into the palms of her hands.

“It wasn’t just a box to me,” she said.

Hélène finally looked at her. Had her eyes always been filled with contempt? Had Maggie always pulled back when Hélène had looked her way?

“Are you not a woman, then?” Hélène asked.

Maggie opened her mouth, and no words came out.

It was word-for-word the same as their real fight, and she knew what her next line was. But somehow it felt fat in her mouth, her teeth scraping on the edges of it.

“I don’t know,” she said instead.

Hélène screwed up her face.

“I don’t know,” Maggie repeated.

“Don’t be stupid,” Hélène said. “It’s a box. Choose.”

Maggie flinched back, folding her arms around herself.

“I don’t have to choose.”

“You do.”

It wasn’t Hélène’s voice that cut across her. It was Lídia’s. She stood out on the balcony, naked as the day she was born, those beautiful tattoos shimmering in the morning sun. Below, the sea that had never been so close to Maggie’s apartment roared. The whole city was drowned in it, the waves crashing against the tower block as though they stood at the head of a cliff. Lídia leaned one hip against the railing and offered Maggie one of those wide, sensual smiles that had bewildered her when they first met.

“You have to choose,” she said.

Both of her hands were black as night, and her skin burst as she folded her fat fingers around the edges of the railing. Blood bubbled over. The stench of rotting flesh made Maggie gag.

“I need to find Hélène,” she whispered.

“You didn’t come to space to find Hélène,” Lídia said. “You came to space to find yourself.”

Maggie closed her eyes. Pressed her hands over her ears. From far away, like an echo from her own memory, she could hear their argument as it had really unfolded. Hélène shouting that she was a lesbian, that Maggie was a woman, that any deviance from that destroyed everything they had. But through her own skin and bone, all Maggie heard was a heartbeat.

Hers.

“Put something on, you look ridiculous,” Hélène snapped.

Maggie looked down at her nakedness. Small breasts, small balls. But she didn’t look wrong. Nobody jeered. Nobody stared. No hands shoved her into a corner of the school showers, ripped down her skirt to prove she was secretly a man, pawed at her chest to prove she had tits.

There were just two hands.

Blackened and dissolving away, but real as her own skin. They touched her hips lightly, and lips touched hers ever more so.

“You need to choose,” Lídia whispered.

“Choose what?” Maggie breathed.

“Whether she’s worth dying for.”

Lídia stepped back. Turned. And in one fluid motion, walked right through the balcony railings and vanished, dissolving into the air like Marmar’s dead cat. She burned away to mist and vanished between the stormy sky and the deep blue sea.

By the oven, Hélène slammed down her gold ring so hard it scratched the counter.

“I’m a lesbian,” she said. “I didn’t marry a man.”

The door slammed. Thunder broke overhead. Rain smeared the balcony doors, but not Maggie’s face.

She picked up the ring, cold as ice, and threw it out to sea.

“You’re right,” she said. “You didn’t marry a man.”

Then she put one foot up on the railing, stepped up to balance on the very edge of the world—and fell.


Chapter Eighteen

Maggie woke to a blow in the gut.

“Fuck!”

Froth bubbled over Lídia’s lips as she lashed out. Her burned hands had bled through the gloves. Sweat flew from her skin. If Maggie had thought her leggy and long-limbed before, it was nothing compared to the twisted, strained sinews of a seizure.

It was over within a few minutes, and Maggie propped her into the recovery position before lurching to her feet. Her palm burned with the icy memory of Hélène’s abandoned ring. Her sneer. The words she’d spat both in the dream and in real life.

“You’re right,” Maggie said. “You didn’t marry a man. You married me.”

And why was she chasing someone who thought she wasn’t worth staying for?

“Hang on, Lídia,” she said. “We’re getting out of here.”

She hadn’t slept long. A headache throbbed in the depths of her brain. The falafel sat heavy in her stomach. But muscle memory skated her fingers over the autopilot controls as though she’d been born flying. The pain dimmed into the background as she took the autopilot offline. The ship shuddered violently as she transferred control to manual, and closed her hands around the gears. They were cold, and she squeezed lightly.

“We’re going home.”

Warning sensors flashed as she turned. The violence of spinning in a crowded asteroid field was jarring. Dull booms of rock on metal bellowed from far away. The lights flickered twice. An alarm went off briefly before Maggie shouted at the computer to shut it down. To hell with space junk. Lídia had seizures, a temperature like the surface of the sun, and a rotting hand. Unless one of those asteroids was going to spit out a trauma surgeon, Maggie was going to fly straight through the lot of them.

“Computer, calculate course to nearest estimated trade route.”

“Processing.”

It didn’t take long. The captain had had an idea, which was more than what Maggie had had. And a better one, judging by the route that flashed up on her console. It roughly followed what the autopilot had been planning before she’d interfered. In sixteen weeks or so, The Swift would have made her own way home.

But they didn’t have sixteen weeks.

“Okay, Lídia. Buckle up.”

Maggie squeezed the speed control, took a deep breath, and forced it forward.

The engines roared. Metal rattled. Maggie fought to keep the gear engaged as the heavy cargo ship resisted such a massive jump in speed. It was akin to taking a perfectly happy, self-satisfied snail and flinging it down a motorway. Attached to a rocket. It was possible, but the snail wasn’t going to bloody like it.

Maggie sympathised a little. Cargo ships weren’t built for speed. A military ship—hell, even a standard government or passenger vessel—could cruise at two or three thousand miles an hour quite happily without anybody on board noticing a thing. But internal force dampeners were in short supply on cargo vessels, and not usually up to standard anyway. The Swift felt more like The Slug as she forced it to go faster.

It tapped out at three-and-a-half thousand miles an hour, making an unearthly noise the whole time. Maggie locked the gear into place and surveyed the hull damage from blasting her way out of the busy zone of rocks. The scans flashed intermittently, but they seemed to have left the full region of space behind them. Their course would take them around a small star, zip them between two rocky planets in close orbit—that might get a little bumpy—and then spit them out just shy of a trade route.

And once they were there, all they had to do was wait.

Maggie knew what would happen once they hit a trade route. Even if the communications array couldn’t signal the beacons, the black box and the engine trackers would. They were designed to be found even in the event of an explosion. They would call the beacons on their own, with or without the communications array.

And then somebody would come.

This was The Swift. The ship the whole universe had been looking for.

People would be racing to find her first.

“We’re going home, Lídia.”

Lídia stirred. Maggie locked the controls into position, and slid down to check on her. Her good fingers clasped around Maggie’s wrist, and foggy eyes gleamed between half-opened lids.

“Go,” she whispered.

“What?”

“Go. F’nd her.”

“Hélène?”

“Mm.”

“We’ll come back sometime and look for her,” Maggie said. “Right now, we need to find a doctor. So we’re going home.”

“D’ctor?” Lídia’s rib bucked in a hoarse, soundless laugh. “Same doctor who abandoned me?”

“W-what?”

A feeble smile tugged the corner of Lídia’s mouth, even as something worse tugged the bottom lip. She blinked, and a single tear escaped.

“I was a patient,” she rasped. “They should ’ave—should’ve evacuated me. But they didn’t. They left me behind.”

She squeezed tight until Maggie’s wrist ached.

“Thank you.”

“For—for what?” Maggie whispered.

“Y’didn’t leave me behind.”

Maggie took a shaking breath.

“Never,” she replied. “We’re not looking for Hélène anymore.”

“Why?”

“I told you. You need a doctor. Anyway, I dreamed about you. And you told me something.”

“W’t?”

“You said I didn’t come to space to find Hélène. I came to find myself. And you’re right.”

“Said you—said you weren’t asking th’right questions…”

“You were right about that, too,” Maggie murmured, stroking back her hair. “I haven’t found the answers yet. But I’m finally asking the right questions. First thing I’m going to do when I get back to civilisation? I’m going to grow my hair again.”

Lídia closed her eyes, the faint smile fading.

“Be nice…”

“Thank you,” Maggie whispered.

“F’what?”

“For not leaving me behind either.”

Lídia’s grip tightened for a moment before a ripple washed up her arm, and she sagged abruptly into unconsciousness.

“I’ll get you home,” Maggie promised. “You’ll see.”

*

When Maggie was small, she’d lived for stories about space. Sam’s tales from his training. Shows on the TV. She’d collected CSF trading cards like they were money, and it had been the only thing she had in common with the other cadets for years. She had wanted to go to space—to fly—for as long as she could remember.

But there was something they never mentioned about space.

It was boring.

Alone, crippled by the arduous task of flying full speed and almost blind through uncharted space, there was no reprieve from the endless boredom. Dragged between Lídia’s fits and repeated alarms from the pilot’s console, Maggie snatched at scant minutes of sleep whenever she could, keeping herself going with cheap vending-machine coffee and packets of increasingly nasty falafel.

The black rot in Lídia’s hand crept higher.

The edge of uncharted space crept closer.

Maggie played the original pilot’s playlist on loop. Cheesy pop and weak rock and the odd godawful classical piece. Even a little bit of The Rolling Stones was too much for Maggie, but it was better than the yawning silence. She jiggled her foot to keep her body awake. She talked to herself.

She talked to Hélène.

For the first time, she didn’t ask why the box had been too much, or if Hélène would have stayed had she agreed to tick it.

For the first time, she asked why Hélène hadn’t loved her enough to stay. Why Hélène had married her if Maggie’s dick was that much of a problem. Why Hélène loved being a lesbian more than she’d cared about Maggie. If Maggie turned out not to be a woman after all, would Lídia still say she was a lesbian? Would it mean the end of that sly flirting and the sideways glances?

Did Maggie have to figure it out?

Lídia had a fit. Maggie skirted around a stray comet and nudged them back up to full speed. She took off her wedding ring and threw it away. Lídia came round crying, and needed four pills of codeine to get back to sleep.

The rot crept higher. The Swift flew faster.

The days blurred into one. Maggie’s vision smeared the lights into one another. A baby star pounded at the radiation shields for forty hours as they soared around it. Lídia burned like a fire as they were buffeted between two small planets spinning in opposite directions.

Space swam by unseen behind the heavy shields as Maggie hovered in limbo, passing like a ghost between her patient and her pilot’s chair.

She asked questions.

Questions like whether Ma had left Pa behind on purpose.

Questions like if she would have been happier had Marmar let them operate on her as a baby.

Questions like if she’d still be Maggie if they had.

Questions like if she should abandoned her Commonwealth name and go back to her roots.

Questions like who she was if she wasn’t even Maggie.

Questions like if Lídia was a lesbian, or if Lídia wanted whatever Maggie was underneath all those years of trying and failing to fit.

Questions like whether one day, Maggie could dance in tattooed skin and a blatant reassignment and not care, the way Lídia didn’t care.

Questions like whether Maggie wanted to be assigned in the first place.

“I have no papers,” she told the command centre. “They never assigned me anything. I’m Maggie. Nothing else. Just Maggie.”

The rot reached Lídia’s elbow. She breathed in scraping, shallow gulps. Her ribs heaved, and her eyes sank behind closed lids.

She faded.

And Maggie locked the controls into place one last time, and lay beside her, to hold on and say goodbye.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m so, so sorry.”

“CW-412 to EU-404, please respond.”

“I didn’t leave you behind.”

“CW-412 to EU-404, please respond.”


Chapter Nineteen

There was a light.

“Maggie?”

It moved. Maggie followed it with exhausted eyes. It walked across the ceiling like a crab, and she frowned at it. Why were there fluorescent crabs on the ceiling?

“Maggie, can you hear me?”

She blinked. A soft cloud of drugs smeared the motion. Her sticky eyelids kissed and opened hours later. The light moved once more, but it wasn’t on the ceiling.

It was in a man’s hand.

“Maggie?”

Her throat ached. She coughed a word. A cup of water appeared at her lip, and she drank gratefully. After an eternity in the dry, recycled air of the command centre, the water was like sinking into a luxurious pool.

“Can you hear me?”

“Where am I?” she whispered.

The light backed away from her eye. An enormously fat man offered her an enormously fat smile.

“Good morning, sunshine,” he enthused.

“Fuck off.”

He chuckled. “Feeling better already?”

“Where am I?”

“The Monroe. CW-412. My medical unit, to be very precise.”

“Who th’fuck—”

“Am I? Dr Ziegler. You’ll be all right. Nasty infection on your left hand, but we’ve mopped that up. And you really ought to watch your diet, my flower! You young things don’t last forever, you know. Too many coffees and vending machine snacks and it’ll start to show eventually.”

Maggie frowned.

“I’m not your flower.”

“Of course not, flower.”

He waddled away, chuckling to himself, and Maggie watched him go through blurry eyes. They were dry and gritty. She pushed herself up on shaking arms and surveyed the medical unit, her training picking out what had been lacking on The Swift. Restraints on the beds. Pristinely folded sheets. Locks on built-in cabinets. An orderly in a uniform, for God’s sake.

A military ship.

“CSF,” she said.

The orderly ignored her.

“Hey! You! Is this CSF?”

“I’m sorry,” he said woodenly. “I’m under orders.”

“Orders to what?”

“To ensure the refugees are debriefed by the captain.” He snapped off a salute. “I’ll go and fetch him now, ma’am.”

Maggie bristled, even though the orderly had to be ten years younger than her. Surely he wasn’t old enough to have graduated yet? He barely looked old enough to shave.

He stalked off towards the doors, and Maggie inched towards the edge of the bed with every intention of following him. Her knees wobbled like a clumsy toddler, but she stayed upright—only for the doctor to come barrelling back in and thump her straight into a wheelchair as if she were made of wet paper.

“No-no-no, flower!” he gushed. “Dehydration, exhaustion, malnutrition, and the computer’s still running its brain analysis. Lots of nasty knocks. You stay here.”

“I’m not—”

She tried to stand again, and the doctor swelled.

“Sit! Down!”

The bellow was right out of training school. Maggie sat back down with a thump.

“Thank you, flower.” He beamed. “Now, drips are no fun, and I think we can get you started on some proper food. How does some honeyed yoghurt and a fruit cup sound?”

“What the fuck is a fruit cup?”

“Language, flower!”

She watched in bewilderment as the drill sergeant of a doctor waddled away again. The ward was otherwise empty. She tested the chair, turned off the brakes, and manouevred it carefully after him into a small, surprisingly cosy waiting area.

“Can I at least see Lídia?” she asked.

“Who?”

“The woman on my ship.”

“Ahh. Not until you’ve been debriefed, flower. Captain’s orders.”

“Who’s the captain?”

“Ooh, I’m not to say.”

“Why not?”

“Captain’s orders.”

Maggie rolled her eyes but accepted her fate. She ate her yoghurt and eyed the cup of violently purple fruit with some scepticism before tasting it. And ignoring it. Purple watermelon-cum-kiwi fruit was not on her list of things to give her bowel cancer. But the yoghurt was good, and the constant supply of cold water that didn’t taste of cheap recyclers made up for the weird fruit.

The baby-faced orderly came back within ten or fifteen minutes and interrupted the doctor’s fussing and ‘flowers’ by taking the back of her chair and saying she was due to meet the captain.

“Fine,” Maggie said. “But if you try pushing me, I’ll run you over.”

The orderly hesitated, then wisely let go. He mutely led the way out into a bustling corridor full of CSF personnel coming and going and utterly ignoring her presence. Maggie ignored them in return. She’d found civilisation. What happened next was of very little importance, whatever the captain had to say. All the evidence was on the ship, and all Maggie’s back pay would be sunk into getting her back to Earth. No doubt she’d been terminated from Ganymede Logistics for losing their cargo.

The command centre was quiet—an evening shift, Maggie surmised—as the lift spat them out by the navigation console. She was led around the back of the semicircular room, bathing in an impressive view. The radiation shields were up, and the stars shimmered in the distance. She sighed. The sight was good after so long trapped behind The Swift’s claustrophobic shields.

“Enter.”

For a split second, the captain’s voice rubbed along Maggie’s brain like a familiar cat. She knew him.

And then the doors opened, and Maggie lurched up out of the chair, arms open.

“Sam!”

The tall, black man might have been an imposing figure to some in his gleaming captain’s uniform and the traditional shaved head of a CSF military man intent on getting his general’s stars in the not-too-distant future. But his wide smile was from summer evenings playing football in Marmar’s garden, and his tight hug was from winter storms and hiding under the covers while the wind ripped off the roof tiles overhead.

“My God, Maggie.”

She clung tight, and all the walls came down.

The crash, the ghost ship, losing Lídia, abandoning Hélène, everything. It crashed and burned and left her sobbing in her older brother’s arms. She was home. A million miles from Earth, in her brother’s arms, she was home. His smell—too much aftershave, too little deodorant, like always. His absurdly big shoulders and his spindly little wrists. The rough rasp of his jaw against hers because he insisted he was too hairy to shave properly, but Maggie knew the truth, and he just looked too juvenile without a little fuzz to hide the weak chin. The enormous ears that could have picked up any communications traffic for a hundred miles in every direction. Two hundred on a clear night.

Sam.

“I forgot your fucking dice.”

He laughed.

“They’re in my borrowed quarters on the ship,” she croaked. “You’re a captain. Make someone get them.”

“Will do.”

He let go. She sank onto the two-seater in the corner of the office. He followed, squeezing her arm like she might vanish if he let go.

“I’m glad we found you,” he said. “Ma was going to castrate me if we didn’t.”

Maggie scrubbed away the tears. “Ma. You called Ma?”

“She’ll know by morning. We’re a way out.”

“Why—you—captain?”

“Acting,” Sam admitted, then grimaced. “Probably demoted after this. We were ordered to turn back last week but, uh…well. We might have been having some comms trouble.”

“I’ll bet,” Maggie muttered. “Why did they even send a search party?”

“You’re the best they ever had,” Sam said. “There’s a lot of folks remember your name, Mags. Lot of volunteers.”

“I think you might have had more to do with that.”

He shook his head. “Nope. And now—well. You found The Swift. The recruiters will be lining up to nab you.”

Maggie huffed a laugh. “I’ve not changed, Sam. They won’t take me without those papers.”

He knew. Of course he knew. He’d been the first person she called when she walked out of the recruitment office. Not Hélène. Not Ma. Not a lawyer like she maybe should have done.

But Sam.

Because Ma would cry and talk about throwing away opportunities. And Marmar would scold her about the money wasted on her education and ask what she planned to do now. And she’d known Hélène would be angry.

But Sam had said, “Good.”

That was all.

“Good for you, Mags.”

The one person who thought she’d done the right thing.

Maybe the one person who’d really seen her all along.

“How are you doing?” he asked.

“Despite everything? Good.”

“Yeah?”

Maggie nodded. “I went into space to find Hélène, but…I think I found myself instead.”

Her older brother cocked his head. A fond smile washed across his face, and he dragged his hand over her messy hair like they were still kids.

“And what did you find?”

“I’ve no idea,” Maggie said and smiled. “But I think I like me better this way.”

“Good,” Sam said. “You still my sister, or is there something else you want to say?”

Was she?

A sister felt strange, but a woman felt reasonable. Female pronouns sometimes fit and sometimes didn’t, yet Lídia was a lesbian and Maggie didn’t mind. Her name was hers, but hers was a little out of place these days.

“I don’t know,” Maggie said. “I’m just Maggie. That’s all I know for sure.”

Sam grinned. His teeth flashed white in the gloomy quiet of the office in simulated night, and he held out his hand for Maggie to shake like they were strangers.

“I know Ma would really appreciate a message from ‘Just Maggie,’” he said. “Just Maggie has a family back home who’ve been waiting up to hear from her.”

Maggie smiled and squeezed.

“Just Maggie has a friend in the medical unit too.”

“From what Dr Ziegler said, your friend will be fine.”

“Hélène’s out there. They’re all out there. The ship’s communication system is faulty and the scanners are shit. I could have been right on top of them, and I wouldn’t have known. But they’re still out there.”

“We know,” Sam said. “We’ll find them. I’m sending my reports in the morning and telling them there’s two hundred plus survivors need us in there. We’re not going anywhere. Unless—”

Maggie cocked her head.

“You and your friend, you’re civilians.”

“Sure,” Maggie said.

“I can fit a shuttle and order a couple of guys to take you to Barrane first thing in the morning,” Sam said. “Dr Ziegler can spare a nurse to go with your friend until you reach the hospital there. I’ll send a report. You’ll both be looked after until we get back.”

Maggie waited.

“But we could sure do with a good pilot around here.”

“Yeah?”

“Always.”

“I’m not ticking any boxes, Sam.”

“Who said anything about boxes? Call it a consultancy. You know what’s in there. We don’t. We could do with your expert advice.”

Maggie smiled and nodded at the wheelchair.

“And I could do with some proper food, a nap, and seeing Lídia.”

“How long before you give me an answer?” Sam asked.

“Twenty-four hours.”

“Deal.”

He walked with her back to the medical unit. The ship bubbled gently around them. Quiet salutes, the odd doffed cap, but little formality. The calm ease of a crew used to their lives. Maggie soaked it up. The lonely abyss leaked away until she was cocooned in familiarity once more. Even the medical unit and the aggravating doctor felt somehow familiar, and she laughed when he called his captain ‘Mr Flower’ rather than his name.

“I’m going to sit with Lídia,” she said. “I’ll see you in twenty-four hours, Captain.”

Sam saluted her and said nothing to change her mind.


Chapter Twenty

Seventy-two hours later, consultant pilot Maggie McLean stood staring at her new quarters.

The room was cavernous, and the shutter in her said it was a little over the top. A bed big enough for Dr Ziegler and all his nurses dominated the far wall. A TV screen the size of a bath loomed from the other. Maggie didn’t want to know what would happen if the gravity fields failed while someone was soaking in the swimming-pool tub. And it had a bidet. Maggie didn’t even know what a bidet was for.

Someone had rescued her things from The Swift, which was being towed back to Barrane by a couple of CSF shuttles. She found her fluffy dice and draped them over a corner of the TV for luck. Her mouldy clothes went straight into a laundry bag and into the chute for the hospitality crew to deal with. Maggie usually wasn’t so snobbish, but she wasn’t touching those.

Then she crossed to the wardrobe, opened the door to expose the mirror on the inside, and ran her fingers over her uniform.

Sam had insisted. Protocol. Maggie hadn’t argued. And yet—

The number wasn’t a 01 designation for a male officer, a 02 designation for a female officer, or even a 03 designation for a non-binary officer. It was 00.

There was no 00.

It wasn’t a category. It didn’t exist. And yet Sam had ordered it, and the uniform had arrived with it anyway.

“Let them worry at headquarters when we get back to Earth,” Sam had said. “We’ve got two hundred and thirty–odd survivors to find yet.”

Maggie smiled and rubbed her thumb over the little metal plate to polish it.

Maybe she could fight the CSF’s stupidity after all.

“Hell-o, sailor!”

She laughed at the catcall and flashed a smile over her shoulder. Lídia leaned in the open doorway, long legs hidden by baggy sweatpants conjured up by a kind orderly in the medical unit, and a white T-shirt obscuring the most beautiful parts of her tattoo. One arm ended at the elbow, the black flesh cut away in a last-ditch attempt to save her life. The other stretched up the length of the doorframe, her fingers almost touching the top. Her hair cast a shadow in the light from the corridor, like a halo in reverse.

“Room for one more?” she asked.

“Room for a whole team,” Maggie said, gesturing at the bed.

“Mm, kinky.”

The doors hissed shut as Lídia sashayed into the room. She draped her arm over Maggie’s shoulder and teased her hair.

“I like.”

“Thanks.”

“Did you braid your treasure trail, too?”

“Seriously?”

Lídia cackled with laughter, then swung away to bounce down on the end of the bed.

“According to Dr Ziegler’s release notes, you’re in my quarters.”

“Think you’ll find these are mine.”

“Yeah?” Lídia challenged. “Maybe we have to wrestle for it.”

“You have one arm.”

“You’re just afraid I’ll win.”

Maggie bit back a laugh, then sobered. “I’m—I’m sorry about your arm.”

Lídia shrugged.

“I didn’t know what to do.”

“I didn’t die,” Lídia countered. “Once Dr Ziegler removed it, I started to get better immediately. You did fine from where I’m standing.”

“If I’d known—”

“And if I were an engineer, we would never have been messing around in there to get buzzed in the first place,” Lídia said. “There’s no point in that. We’re here. We survived. You’re in a very sexy uniform, and I’m—well, I’m very sexy anyway.”

Maggie smirked.

“In all seriousness—”

Lídia reached out and caught Maggie’s hand in hers. Their fingers intertwined.

“Thank you,” Lídia said.

“For what?”

“For not leaving me behind me.”

Maggie squeezed.

“I should be thanking you,” she said.

“Why?”

“For seeing me in the first place.”

Lídia’s brow furrowed. She cocked her head with a faint, puzzled smile.

“You saw me. Not what you wanted me to be. You just saw me. Just Maggie.” She licked her lips. “Are you a lesbian?”

“I don’t know.”

Maggie raised her eyebrows.

“I would have said yes,” Lídia said. “Never wanted anyone who wasn’t a woman before. Until you. Maybe.”

“Maybe?”

“If you’re a woman, I’m a lesbian,” Lídia said. “If you’re not…well. Guess I’m not.”

It sounded so easy coming from her.

“And if I don’t know?”

“Then I don’t either.”

“That okay?”

“Are you really asking me that?”

Maggie smiled. “No. I’m telling you. That’s okay.”

Lídia squeezed her hand. “Better.”

“You know that song I hate?”

“‘Moon Landing’?”

“Yeah.”

“What about it?”

“Hélène said it was our song. But it fits you and me better.”

“You and me, we’re like the first moon landing,” Lídia said. “You’ll touch down to feel a little rough ground— Are you calling me rough ground?”

“No. Keep going.”

“But I’m right here where I’ve always been, and you’re out looking for worlds unseen— I don’t get it.”

“I can go looking for worlds unseen, but you’re the moon I found first. And you’re the thing that made the difference.”

“Call me a thing again, and I’ll rip your nuts off,” Lídia said casually. Then she sat back, and the gentle smile was washed away by a wide grin. “Romance aside, you and I have work in the morning, Flight Officer McLean. So how about you show me how a pilot really does it.”

“With a joystick,” Maggie deadpanned and stooped for a kiss.

Flight Officer McLean sounded good.

Maggie sounded even better.

“This is Navigation Officer Hélène LeFebvre of EU-404, broadcasting on all frequencies with accompanying coordinates.

“EU-404 is lost. The crew evacuated due to a system-wide power failure caused by a fire in the engine room. There has been no response to hailing on any frequency since the incident. We believe the communication systems may have been tampered with. We do not believe the fire was an accident.

“There are two ships out there. We believe the commercial cargo ship to be abandoned. It collided—sorry. It collided with one of the escape pods. The power output must have been too low to alert the pilot. We—we don’t think there were any survivors.

“But someone is on board EU-404. Someone stayed on board and survived the fire. We don’t know who. Forty-eight hours ago, ship’s power came back online, and the ship altered course. It collided with several pods. We don’t know if this was deliberate. And one hour ago—

“My apologies. One hour ago, EU-404 jumped to full speed and left sensor range.

“We have been abandoned out here.

“We are lost.

“If there’s anybody out there, we’re out of time.

“Is there anybody out there?”
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Coming Soon from Matthew J. Metzger

Supernova Soul

Roche Limit, Book Two

“You’re a work of art, supernova slow.”

The airlock hissed and jettisoned its load with a dull thump. Through the tiny viewing window, the foil blanket that had served for a funeral shroud faded away into the abyss and winked out of view.

Nobody said a word.

“Between the devil and the sea, you’re colouring for show.”

There had been eight of them in the beginning. Now three stood by the door, warped shadows in the emergency lighting bidding a silent farewell to the fourth. In the dark, they were all the same shape. Tall ghosts, two with glittering eyes.

The third turned away.

“Maybe you’re bursting open, maybe you’re falling shut.”

It took four steps towards the cockpit door before a noise cut across the vigil. The whisper-soft voice crackled up the walls like fire and singed the air. The crisp consonants bracketed soft vowels, refusing any temptation to blur into a softer tone. Quiet did not mean gentle. Not here, and not now.

“Where are you going?”

“Maybe you’re the knife, and maybe you’re the cut.”

For a moment, it worked. A stillness returned, and for a split second, it seemed as though the semicircle of sentries at the airlock door could be rebuilt. But then the footsteps continued, creaking along the gantry towards the cockpit door.

“Work.”

“Nobody’s gonna know, supernova soul.”

As though it were a scene from a play, the shadows balanced the edges of the stage that had become their prison. The detractor at the cockpit door. The speaker in the centre. And the sentry, sinking to his knees in front of the airlock and murmuring the funeral prayer, a soft music bubbling up to join the pop song bidding farewell to the brainless corpse of Maintenance Technician Edward Sanders.

“They’re staring at the glitter and not the centre of the hole.”

Brainless because said brains were still splattered up the wall of the toilet where he’d shot himself. A single deafening boom and the being known as Edward Sanders was gone. All his hopes and dreams, all his history and possible futures, everything. Gone. The sparks of life buried in his neurons had been plastered up the shower tiles, and that had been that.

But Hélène LeFebvre was not gone, and she let herself back into the cockpit without a trace of sorrow. Eddie had died. His husk had been flushed into space so its decomposition wouldn’t harm the rest of them. Now she had a job to get on with.

She had to find them a way out of this mess.

“I know your little secret, supernova slow.”

Hélène LeFebvre, the best navigation officer in the company, had also been the best in the military before she was enticed away by a higher salary. So they were in deep space. So they were weeks from any mapped trade routes. So what? She’d been trained for this. She’d successfully tracked their ship ever since the evacuation, even through a ship-wide power cut and a compromised communications array. And now—

“And you’d give all the world so I would never know.”

Hélène swallowed as she sank into her seat and glanced at the navigation console. The sensor screens stared back at her in the dark, empty and mocking. Every time she blinked, she could see the neon green of the mass they had tracked for weeks—but it existed now only on the backs of her eyelids. The mass—the ship—was gone.

“You’ve got all your secrets, wrapped up in the dark.”

They had evacuated weeks ago after a fire in the engine room had taken out the entire power supply, including the emergency generators and the solar batteries. It should have been a simple affair. They were in the middle of a drill, so the evacuation itself had been orderly. The duty engineering team would remain behind to repair the damage. It should have been over in a matter of hours.

Eight weeks later, and they were still locked into the escape pods, with dwindling supplies and draining batteries. Eight weeks they’d been following the ship, waiting for someone to light her up again and welcome them back on board. Eight weeks.

“And I know every one, and I’ve never missed the mark.”

Following the ship had been child’s play for a navigator like Hélène. She’d even fixed their comms array, and been broadcasting instructions to the other pods. Nobody had ever replied, but they’d followed her. They couldn’t speak back, but they could plainly hear. If there had been a higher-ranking officer out there, they had fallen into the chain of command dictated by the only working array in the fleet. And until the early hours of the morning, Hélène had been in control.

“You’re a little stupid, supernova soul.”

Until the ship had lit up like a Christmas tree across all sensors, not just mass. Until it had turned instead of drifted. Until a vapour trail had bled out behind it, as if they chased a harpooned whale in a vast sea.

And then it was gone.

The flash of hope as EU-404 had powered up and corrected course had been snuffed out mere hours later, when she had turned again, her engines had burned like the surface of a star, and she had vanished into the dark.

Gone.

Five minutes later, Edward Sanders had blown his brains up the wall.

“You’ve bought into your lying until you called it true.”

The cockpit door hissed back, and the pilot marched in. Zoë Baumgartner. A short, slim woman with an eerily symmetrical face, a rigidly pretty appearance coupled with a haphazardly cobbled-together personality. In short, the exact opposite of Hélène. Hélène was tall and black, with neatly braided hair in a regulation bun, a single beaded string carefully selected to match her uniform the only decoration permitted. Zoë, on the other hand, was so white she looked bleached, and only reached five feet in height if she wore her socks. Her features were so perfectly laid out, they erred towards creepy instead of charming, and the fact that she’d shaved her head only on one side didn’t help matters much. Her ice-blue eyes were permanently angry, and—as if to purposefully annoy Hélène—she’d cut her hair within a week of the evacuation into a jagged asymmetrical design that was definitely against regulations.

“You’re a real piece of work, Hélène.”

“But here’s your little secret, for the likes of me and you.”

For all her stomping and smashing about, Zoë rarely raised her voice. In another world—and maybe with another personality, one which respected the rules—she would have made a wonderful senior officer. Her voice crackled with cold fury, yet its volume never rose above a whisper. She could spit her consonants or slur her vowels. She spoke to Hélène and Tariq in the exact same volume, even the exact same pitch, and yet to him, she acted friendly and to Hélène—

Well, to Hélène, she acted like a pain in the backside.

“You will call me ma’am, or Officer LeFebvre,” Hélène returned coldly. “And I suggest we focus on the job at hand.”

“He had a kid. Hélène. Back home in America. One last long haul to pay off his wife’s medical bills, and then Eddie was going to stay home and raise his little boy. He wouldn’t stop talking about him. Micky this and Micky that, and did I tell you about the time Micky went to Disneyland. Micky’s not gonna see his dad again. Micky’s dad put a gun in his mouth and—”

“If we don’t find a way out of here, nobody will have the first clue how, when, or even if Sanders died at all,” Hélène snapped. “I have a job to do. I suggest you do the same.”

“And what’s my job, Hélène? Stare at the walls? I’m a pilot. And we’re not going anywhere.”

“Wrong,” said Hélène. “The ship will have left a visible vapour trail. If we raise the radiation shields, we’ll be able to follow it manually.”

She tapped out the commands as they argued. They had to keep the shields closed most of the time, or getting out of deep space wouldn’t matter. Hélène would rather not die of radiation sickness. So they had agreed to raise them once a week, to get a visual bearing, and rely on her calculations and the sensors for the rest.

In truth, radiation shields weren’t her purview, and Hélène wasn’t sure if once a week was already too often. But with Sanders making up the fifth suicide in this tin can since the evacuation, they had long since run out of the traditional division of labour. And options. So once a week it remained, and on Hélène’s station it sat.

The shields whirred deafeningly on the other side of the hull, and the cockpit door hissed as Tariq joined them, scrubbing the blood and brain matter out from under his fingers with a brush. Hélène ignored it. He was a nurse—blood and brain matter were part of his life just as much as trajectory calculations were part of Hélène’s. He sank down onto the bunk without a word, and as the light from the nearest sun flooded the cockpit, Hélène looked over her shoulder and saw the rusty stains on his uniform. He must have been scrubbing out the shower unit.

“Oh, my fucking God.”

“Under the glamour and the glitter, where it gets a little bitter.”

Hélène snapped back around at Zoë’s low curse. Her jaw sagged.

Splattered across space spun an asteroid field of debris. Engine parts. Hull beams. Shards of tempered glass glittering in the light of the background star. A glob of something pink drifted by the viewing port, only inches away. It matched the stains on Tariq’s shirt.

Pods.

The gutted remains of escape pods. A whole fleet, broken down—quite literally—into a handful of survivors. There had to be twenty or thirty shuttles smashed into pieces out there.

“The ship,” Zoë whispered. “Oh God. The ship rammed them. It just rammed them.”

Hélène’s stomach twisted as if someone had reached into her gut and clamped a fist around her insides. She stared blankly at the death in front of her, and struggled to process what it meant. Dead. Hundreds dead.

“You’re supernova slow with a supernova soul.”

“That’s it,” Zoë said. “We’re not a fleet anymore. We’re not leading a charge to follow a blind ship.”

Hélène blinked. She looked away from the blob of human flesh crawling across their viewing window, and the cramps eased. The cool coat of command settled around her shoulders. It was entirely possible now that she wasn’t the senior officer by virtue of a malfunctioning communications system, but the senior officer by virtue of being the highest rank still alive.

“We need to regroup,” she said. “Get everyone together, run a skills analysis, find out what equipment we can salvage, and figure out a plan.”

“Right,” said Zoë, and unlocked the manual controls.

“What are you—”

“You want to spacewalk out there?” Zoë said. “No. We’re touching down. Find us somewhere to land, and I’ll get us down.”

Hélène opened her mouth to argue, then watched as the once-living flesh brushed up against the outside of the glass and left a long, wet smear of pink blood and yellow pus in its wake.

She clamped her jaw shut, and nodded.

“You aren’t anything but dust ’round the edges of a hole.”

“Tariq?” Zoë called.

“Mm?”

“Turn off that fucking music.”


Also Available from NineStar Press


[image: ]



Connect with NineStar Press

Website: NineStarPress.com

Facebook: NineStarPress

Facebook Reader Group: NineStarNiche

Twitter: @ninestarpress

Tumblr: NineStarPress

OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
- MOUN-;*f






OPS/image0.jpg





OPS/image1.jpg
ALEX HARROW





