
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      	

      	

    

  


  
    Chapter 1

  


  
    
Gorata Jones loved the Landfall Fair.

    

    For three weeks New Gaborone would be in chaos as peddlers, musicians, showmen and tourists from all over the settled planets congregated at The Ship.

    

    Gorata allowed herself to wander with the crowds, grazing on the multitude of foods: fried yams and tomatoes and `new' delicacies like Moshapa root and hotberry. The heady smell of spice minerals permeated everything.

    

    She paused amid the bustle and stared up at The Ship. Six hundred and twenty seven years since landfall, it still cast a long shadow over their culture.

    

    As Gorata neared the hiring stands she allowed the ambience of the fair to drop into the background of her awareness. She paused, watching the ebb and flow of the crowds around the little booths. Neon signs flashed above them: `Farm Labourers hiring here', `Ships Crew Wanted'. It was the ship hires that fascinated her. They always had, ever since she was a little girl and had come to the yearly fair with her family. Her father would set up a stall and hire farm hands for the harvest and possibly beyond. Her grandmother would take her out into the fair itself, their dark-skinned hands entwined, but Gorata would always dawdle on the way back.

    

    "Do you think they'd hire me and take me out into space, Kuku?"

    

    "Not until you are older, little one. You need to be a smidgen taller, a modest bit stronger and a great deal wiser before a ship will take you."

    

    It had been a foolish childhood fantasy. Besides she was no labourer. No one would hire her to fetch and carry goods on and off a ship. Then a single sign caught her attention, `Ship's Doctor wanted.'

    

    Almost without realising it, her feet carried her forwards until she found herself face to face with a tall wiry man. His hair was long and jet back, tied behind his head in a neat bow, as was the fashion. He was tall and slim with long fingers, and skin a pale tan shade, as if he spent many hours in the sun.

    

    "Can I help you?" he asked.

    

    "I gather you are looking for a doctor?"

    

    His eyes lit up with interest and she saw him take in her casual shirt and jeans and the open-toed sandals on her feet.

    

    "It's my day off," she offered as a kind of excuse.

    

    "Have you got a resumé with you?"

    

    "I can have it with you in an hour. To be honest, I wasn't expecting anyone to be looking for a doctor."

    

    He grinned suddenly at her. "To be completely honest, I wasn't expecting to find one. Get me that resumé and we'll see if we can do a deal?"

    

    He reached out across the small table. "Captain Rafael Mendosa"

    

    "Gorata Jones." Gorata grasped his hand in a firm shake and wondered what in the twelve planets she had gotten herself into.

    

    

    

    

    It was a week later. The shuttle craft was small and cramped. There were three other people besides Gorata crammed into the tiny space together wtih stacks of boxes that seemingly took up every spare bit of space.

    

    Two of the people were in uniform, blue overalls with a neat logo on the pocket which Gorata vaguely recognised as one of the pharmaceutical companies. The same logo was on the boxes.

    

    "These yours?" she asked them, nodding to the boxes as she squeezed into her seat.

    

    "Aye," one of them grunted. He was a small blond man with sharp features.

    

    "What's in them?"

    

    "None of your business," he said aggressively.

    

    "It's a no-questions-asked contract," said the one last person.

    

    "No questions asked?"

    

    "They pay us to transport them and their equipment. We ask no questions."

    

    "Oh?" Gorata eyed both the boxes and the taciturn men dubiously.

    

    "I'm Bengt Narmela, by the way. You must be the new doctor." The non-uniformed man held out his hand to her and Gorata shook it. He was big-boned and blond with relaxed open features. He grinned at her.

    

    "I hope you've more to say for yourself than these two. They've been giving me the hard shoulder for half an hour now."

    

    "We're private people," said sharp-features.

    

    "He's Roger Smith, head of the Gartech team. The other one is Gal Richards, or at least so the passenger manifest says."

    

    "I'm Gal Richards, yes." The second man was taller than his companion, though whip-thin. Gorata suspected they probably weighed about the same. He had a pale complexion with a shock of unruly red hair at the top.

    

    Bengt shrugged. "Just because you're supposed to be all hush hush, doesn't mean you can't be friendly. We know better than to pry and you've paid us well enough to keep out of your way, but it's a six week voyage. It wouldn't hurt you to discuss the sports news or something."

    

    Roger Smith just scowled at him. "We'll be keeping ourselves to our part of the ship. There won't be much interaction."

    

    Bengt rolled his eyes at Gorata but shrugged.

    

    Gorata resisted the temptation to bait the pharma guys, much as she normally enjoyed that activity. However itwasher first day on the job and she could do discretion when she really had to. She turned her attention to Bengt. "What do you do?"

    

    "Ship's engineer. I keep the Joyous Venture in the sky."

    

    Gorata immediately peered out of the porthole again hoping to see their destination, looking beyond the middle-aged, slightly overweight, woman in her reflection to the stars outside.

    

    "She should be up to the right somewhere," said Bengt, gesturing vaguely with one hand.

    

    Gorata looked and suddenly she saw the great wheel of the ship, catching the light of Ophiuchi A as it rotated gently against the blackness of space.

    

    

    

    

    The infirmary was surprisingly large but then, as Bengt explained, most of the cargo storage was in the zero-g hub where no energy was needed to spin it. As the circumference was required to provide reasonable gravity it actually meant the ring and it's living quarters were pleasantly spacious.

    

    "It's been well kept," Gorata said, pleased. "What happened to your last doctor?"

    

    Bengt shrugged. "Don't know, got bored with travelling I think."

    

    "He got married," said a voice.

    

    Gorata glanced up to see a thin, dark-skinned woman in the doorway. Black hair framed her face in a short bob and her features were fine-boned and delicate.

    

    "This is Vandana Sharma," said Bengt. "She's the second-in-command. She doesn't like things to be out of place."

    

    "Pleased to meet you." Gorata shook the woman's hand. "I find things out of their places often liven things up!"

    

    Vandana narrowed her eyes at her, but Bengt chuckled. "She's not fond of being teased either."

    

    "Captain tell you you're taking on purser duties as well?" asked Vandana.

    

    "He mentioned it. He said it was simple."

    

    "Pretty much, just checking inventory every day. I'll take you up to the hub later and show you around."

    

    "Is the new doctor here?" Yet another person crammed himself into the room and suddenly the infirmary didn't seem so large. He was a tiny man, shorter even than Gorata, though he looked powerfully built. His head had been shaved a couple of weeks previously, judging by the stubble.

    

    "This is Pedro," said Vandana. "He's a hypochondriac."

    

    Pedro visibly bristled. "I strained my back loading on the cargo. There's health and safety regulations you know, for the next few thousand miles until we're out of Gabaronian space anyway."

    

    "You weren't hauling cargo today," said Bengt. "You were supposed to be swabbing corridor ten."

    

    "I strained my back yesterday," said Pedro with dignity.

    

    Gorata snorted. She'd met his kind before, many times. "Well I wanted to check the diagnostic MRI anyway. Sometimes they give overdoses if they've not been calibrated properly. Hop onto the table spaceman."

    

    "Overdoses?" asked Pedro.

    

    "Not serious ones. They just need a little running in."

    

    "Actually, my back is feeling a lot better," said Pedro.

    

    "Backs can come and go like that. I should check it out."

    

    "It's all right. Don't want to work you too hard on your first day."

    

    "How's corridor 10 doing?" asked Bengt.

    

    "Just on my way, sir."

    

    "Nice one," said Bengt as they watched him go.

    

    "Do the machines really give overdoses," asked Vandana with a frown.

    

    "Not if they're properly calibrated and this one should be if your last doctor knew his stuff. I'll check though before I put anyone in it. It doesn't actually need someone there for that."

    

    Vandana looked stern. "You shouldn't scare the crew, you know."

    

    "Says the woman who has them all terrified," said Bengt cheerfully.

    

    

    

    

    The climb up towards the zero-g cargo bay was one of the strangest experiences of Gorata's life. The rotating spokes that joined the Joyous Venture's hub to the ring all had ladders set into them and the gentle rotation provided an illusion of gravity in the crew quarters and living areas. At the hub all was still and weightless.

    

    Gorata had never been particularly fit and she was gasping long before gravity wore off and she could pull herself along with her hands. After that it was all concentration. Rafael had insisted she spent a day training for zero-g environments down on New Gabarone, but the practice was very different from the theory. Gorata found the lack of a down, even in the narrow confines of the spokes disorientating.

    

    "Just keep telling yourself that the hub is up," advised Vandana.

    

    "What do I do for up when I get to the hub?"

    

    "Bengt's painted big arrows on the walls saying, `This way up'. That seems to help some people."

    

    The hub itself was a surreal space, partitioned by rigid shelves, like the stacks of some vast library. Containers were neatly locked into each space on the shelves in serried rows. Vandana handed Gorata a notepad and tapped up a spreadsheet.

    

    "This lists all the cargo. Once a week you need to come up here and check that everything is still locked down in place properly and nothing looks like it's been tampered with. First check out of port, like now, you also need to make sure everything that's supposed to be here is actually here and nothing that isn't supposed to be here has snuck in. Believe me, things out of place are a real pain in the backside."

    

    "Interesting, though," insisted Gorata squinting at the spreadsheet, but she smiled at Vandana, hoping the woman wouldn't take it personally.

    

    Vandana suddenly grinned back, her face lighting up unexpectedly and she rolled her eyes. "I'll get back to you on that first time one of the containers gets loose and there's a spill."

    

    Slowly they moved along the rows, checking the serial numbers on the containers off against the spreadsheet. Vandana didn't exactly keep talking, but she read off the numbers while Gorata worked the notepad and that kept Gorata's attention off the strange sensation of weightlessness. Once or twice she felt a dizzy sense of disorientation, especially if she misjudged a push and found herself spinning slowly and gracefully in between the shelves.

    

    "Look for the arrows," said Vandana, as Gorata hung onto the metal bolts on a container door, after one such mishap, and tried to get her bearings.

    

    She glanced down the row to see a large yellow arrow pointing towards her feet. She rotated round so she was the `right' way up again.

    

    "This area is off limits," said Vandana as they came to the end of the notepad.

    

    Gorata looked past her to see several empty rows of shelves and, through them, some further container units.

    

    "That's not on the inventory?"

    

    "Part of the deal. It's Gartech's. They're taking responsibility for their own inventory, we just keep out of the way."

    

    "Any idea what it is?" Gorata couldn't help asking.

    

    "Portable zero-g labs according to the manifest. The captain put a clause into the contract about not undertaking dangerous experiments while in transit and then left them to it. They're paying for us to keep these rows empty and then some extra for the inconvenience."

    

    "What's the big secret?" asked Gorata.

    

    "Who knows. Sneaking an advance on the competition, I expect, while at the same time moving a lab to where they want it to be."

    

    

    

    

    "Looks like I'm the chef tonight!" said Bengt cheerfully, loading boxes into the microwave.

    

    "What's for dinner?" asked Gorata.

    

    "No idea." He frowned at one of the boxes. "This one says curried goat." He peeled back the top and sniffed. "Smells all right, whatever it is."

    

    "Do you always eat instant food in transit?" Gorata couldn't help asking.

    

    "We like to have a cook," said Rafael. "But our last one married the doctor and they left the crew, so we're going to have to make do until I get another."

    

    "Who'd have thought it would be easier to replace the doctor than the cook," said Bengt cheerfully, dumping another box in the microwave.

    

    "The ratings will complain," said Vandana.

    

    "The ratings will just have to manage," said Rafael.

    

    "They enjoy complaining anyway," said Bengt.

    

    "We could cook for them," suggested Gorata.

    

    The other three officers stared at her as if she were mad.

    

    "Where did you say you found her?" Bengt asked Rafael.

    

    "Hiring fair, she seemed pretty normal for someone wanting to go spaceside."

    

    "Seriously I can cook for large numbers. It would be good for morale."

    

    "You're going to do cook and doctor and purser?" asked Vandana doubtfully.

    

    "Well maybe not every day, but a crew meal once in a while won't hurt. Maybe once a week."

    

    Rafael shrugged and tucked into his goat. "Give it a try this weekend. If it works we'll talk about doing it again."

    

    

    

    

    "What's that smell?" Vandana bristled with suspicion.

    

    "Gumbo."

    

    "What's Gumbo?"

    

    Gorata shrugged. "Recipe from old Earth, found it in my gran's files."

    

    "Is it supposed to smell like that?"

    

    Gorata frowned. "No idea. I did have to improvise some of the ingredients but don't worry. I'm an excellent chef."

    

    "When did you last cook?" Vandana's tone was hard.

    

    "Cooking is just chemistry. I aced chemistry. This will be great."

    

    "You said you could cook for large numbers."

    

    "What does it look like I'm doing?" Gorata waved her wooden spoon around the kitchen.

    

    "This is going to be a disaster. I knew this group meal thing was a stupid idea."

    

    "But it's stew, everyone likes stew."

    

    Vandana wrinkled up her nose. "Not this one."

    

    

    

    

    Gorata banged on the door of the Gartech quarters. The scientists not only had their own section of the hold but they'd also requisitioned their own segment of the ring. There was no need to access it, though it did mean you had to go round the long way for certain journeys.

    

    However, Gorata had decided that the scientists should attend the group meal.

    

    She banged on the door again. It opened suddenly to reveal Roger Smith.

    

    "What?" he asked.

    

    "I emailed you. Group meal tonight, are you coming?"

    

    "No."

    

    "You must come! It'll be good for crew cohesion and you can't all be working all the time."

    

    Gorata tried to step past him into the quarters, partly, it had to be said, out of sheer curiosity.

    

    He placed a firm hand in the centre of her chest and pushed her backwards. "Do you want me to call security?"

    

    Gorata was about to point out that there was no such thing on the Joyous Venture, but there was Vandana, the armoury and a number of the heftier ordinary spacemen. She suspected she wouldn't win that argument.

    

    "Suit yourself," she turned on her heel and left.

    

    

    

    

    "This is goulash!" announced Gorata placing the steaming bowl down on the table in the middle of the crew.

    

    "I thought you said it was Gumbo!" Vandana stared at the dish suspiciously.

    

    "I improvised and the recipe changed!" Gorata grinned happily. "You'll like this one."

    

    "It smells better than the Gumbo did." Vandana conceded.

    

    "Always suspicious, Vandana," Bengt teased. "I can't wait. Serve up, Gorata! Engineering officers first."

    

    "Porters last I suppose," grumbled Pedro.

    

    "Not at all," said Gorata with a big smile. "No officer/ratings distinctions tonight. Pass your plate Pedro!!"

    

    "Don't let him eat too much, I don't suppose he's ever had meat before," laughed Bengt.

    

    "We do have meat in the artificial biomes, you know," interrupted Vandana with dignity.

    

    "Hey, I grew up in one! Don't take that tone with me. But this isn't rat meat. This is proper meat."

    

    "That's assuming Gorata knows the difference," said Vandana grimly.

    

    "I know the difference," said Gorata. "This is finest tinned goat meat, I'll have you know."

    

    "What's a goat?" Pedro poked at his stew suspiciously.

    

    "Don't fuss, everyone likes goat," soothed Rafael.

    

    "So if this is a big get-to-know-you meal," asked a short dark-haired woman, in the lilting accent of the small roving communities on Samarkhand, "where are the passengers?"

    

    "Who are the passengers is a more interesting question, Akane," said Bengt. "They've been keeping themselves to themselves."

    

    "They checked out," said Vandana frostily.

    

    "That's not what I asked," said Bengt with a cheerful smile. "Unlike you I don't automatically assume that anyone who ships with us is a crook. I'm just curious."

    

    "Science team is what I heard," said another woman, a short cheerful looking blonde with rest cheeks.

    

    "What sort of science team?" asked Gorata, looking at Rafael.

    

    He shrugged. "Don't know and didn't ask. They've got a zero-g lab container unit. I simply hooked it up to the hold and checked it passed New Gabarone standard safety checks."

    

    Gorata snorted. "Not worth the paper they're written on."

    

    "It's good coin and the New Gabarone Safety standard is all we've got unless we suddenly have an expert on board in every kind of safety problem a lab space could provide." Rafael stared hard at Gorata.

    

    "I could have checked them out, at least taken a look at the experimental schedule."

    

    Rafael shook his head. "They'd have shipped with someone else."

    

    "They should eat with us for crew morale," said Vandana looking stubborn.

    

    "I'll tell them that next time I go down. They threatened me with security."

    

    "You think we'll be more cheerful if we eat with weird scientists ?" asked Akane. "Frankly I'm glad they're not here. Who wants land-lubbers getting in our way?"

    

    "I certainly see no reason to make them join in crew activities if they don't want to," said Rafael with an air of finality. "They're paying customers. It's a short trip. If they want to keep themselves to themselves I don't have a problem with that."

    

    

    

    On to Part 2
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    Chapter 2

  


  
    
Life on the Joyous Venture settled into a routine. Gorata gradually got to know the ratings, though Rafael vetoed any further group meals when the maintenance and cargo haulage teams decided to conclude the third with an impromptu bar fight.

    

    They were three weeks out from port though, before she saw the Gartech team again. Three of them appeared in the infirmary one day. Roger Smith and two Gorata hadn't seen before, a woman and a man.

    

    "How may I help you?" Gorata asked.

    

    "It's Auli. He's ill." Roger gestured at the man.

    

    Gorata frowned and hurried over to feel Auli's forehead and take his pulse.

    

    "You're right he is. Any idea what it is?"

    

    "No, the symptoms started a couple of days ago."

    

    Gorata frowned at Smith. Now she was standing close she could see the sweat on his brow. She touched his forehead. "Seems like he isn't the only one who is ill. How many people do you have down there?"

    

    "There's four of us," said the woman suddenly. "Gal is fine."

    

    Gorata simply nodded. "Ok well let's start checking you three over."

    

    

    

    

    "You've got a slight fever," Gorata told Auli. "And you two are probably incubating one. Both your temperatures are higher than they should be. We can keep the temperatures down with pain-killers. Beyond that I can't tell you much until the tests come back, but it's odd."

    

    "Odd?" asked Roger.

    

    "We're three weeks out from port. If Auli here picked up whatever it is on New Gabarone, he should have shown symptoms long before now. Certainly should if it's 'flu of any kind." Gorata stared Roger in the eye.

    

    "What are you implying?"

    

    "I hope you aren't doing anything in that lab of yours with infectious diseases. If you are we need to know and quickly."

    

    "You've been trying to find out what we're doing in the lab since we came on board."

    

    "No I haven't. But I'm asking now. Are you handling infectious diseases?"

    

    "We are not going to discuss our research with you?"

    

    "I can treat him, and you three, much quicker if I know what I'm working with."

    

    "No."

    

    "Your contract said you wouldn't endanger this ship. I think you might be in danger of breaching it."

    

    "Really, I think that's the captain's call, not yours."

    

    "What's my call?" Rafael appeared in the doorway. "I was passing and just heard my name taken in vain."

    

    "Are we endangering the ship?" demanded Roger.

    

    "I don't know, are you?"

    

    "They're ill," cut in Gorata. "I asked if they are doing anything with infectious diseases."

    

    Rafael raised his eye-brows and looked at Roger. "Well, are you?"

    

    "We don't have to reveal anything to you."

    

    Rafael scowled. "I hope youdorecall the terms of the contract."

    

    Their eyes locked for a moment. Roger looked away first. "Can we go now?" he asked sulkily.

    

    "I'm not stopping you," said Rafael blandly.

    

    "But!!" began Gorata. Rafael waved her to silence and watched as the three Gartech scientist's left the sick-bay.

    

    "But they didn't tell us anything!"

    

    Rafael sucked his lips. "Meet me and Vandana in my cabin in five minutes."

    

    

    

    

    "He's sick!" insisted Gorata. "Three weeks out with no one else on board ill. It's unlikely he's been incubating all this time."

    

    "But not impossible," said Rafael.

    

    "Why don't they justsaythey're not working with infectious diseases."

    

    "Because you don't say what youaren'tworking on any more than you say what youareworking on," said Vandana, sounding irritated.

    

    "I need more, Gorata," said Rafael. "I agree they've been more secretive than they need to be, but they've not actually caused any trouble beyond a hyper-inquisitive crew."

    

    "But he has a fever."

    

    "Gorata, a man with a temperature is not a good reason to break contract. We asked them if they were endangering the ship, they said they weren't, end of story."

    

    "They didn't say they weren't," Gorata pointed out stubbornly.

    

    "They didn't?" asked Vandana.

    

    Rafael scowled. "If I push it they'll say `no' and you'll still think they are lying."

    

    "What's so bad about breaking contract anyway? I presume Gartech don't normally ship with you."

    

    "There's no law can catch a merchant ship. All you've got is your reputation for abiding by a contract. Ours is good and, for what it's worth, Gartech's is good too. We break contract and our earning potential halves or worse."

    

    "So you're going to do nothing."

    

    "There is nothing I can do. Keep an eye on things. Let me know if this Auli person gets any worse. It's almost certainly just 'flu."

    

    "It isn't just 'flu. D'you think I don't know what 'flu looks like?" Gorata scowled at him across his desk.

    

    "Where are we going to get a mysterious new disease from? I watch the Infotech channel. There aren't enough humans out here for new diseases."

    

    "That's a simplification,"

    

    "Give me an honest answer, Gorata. What's the chance this is 'flu and what's the chance this is some weird new disease cooked up in the zero-g lab?"

    

    Gorata scowled at him and then sighed. "It's probably 'flu."

    

    

    

    

    Gorata swore quietly in three languages as she read through her email. She'd messaged a colleague back at the hospital in New Gabarone but there were no mysterious fevers doing the rounds, or even any of the common seasonal flus.

    

    It had been two days since she'd seen Auli. She tried to tell herself that he'd probably just got better and the scientists had gone back to sulking in their quarters.

    

    "He's worse." It was Roger Smith standing in the doorway to the infirmary. Auli, barely conscious, was supported against him. There was no sign of Lan.

    

    Gorata cursed again and they hauled Auli up onto her examining table.

    

    "He should stay here. You don't have the temperature under control. You're worse too. I can tell."

    

    "No," said Roger.

    

    "This isn't influenza. I need to do some proper tests, which involves taking some samples which you wouldn't give me last time. Moreover, do any of you have medical training? He needs proper care and if you and Lan go the same way, then you will too."

    

    Auli groaned and his eyes fluttered closed.

    

    "I'll take him back to our quarters."

    

    "This is serious," said Gorata. "He's not getting better. Even if this is something he picked up on New Gabarone, we don't know what it is, and it is infectious."

    

    "Good job we've been keeping to our quarters then."

    

    "It must have slow incubation. You've been to see me. I've been roaming around the ship for two days."

    

    "You're over-reacting."

    

    "No, I'm not. We're in an enclosed environment weeks away from any hospital. There's nothing we can do if it's airborne but if it's contact..."

    

    Gorata's mind was racing.

    

    "He has to stay here. I've got a link to a hospital in New Gabarone. They can't analyse blood samples for me, but they can help crunch through the results."

    

    "No, no blood samples, and I'm taking him back to our quarters."

    

    Gorata sighed. "Well at least call me to you if he gets any worse. You can't keep dragging him up and down the ships' corridors like this. It's madness."

    

    "I'll think about it," said Roger and slung the man's arm over his shoulder.

    

    Gorata seethed quietly as they left. Then she began checking her supplies. She had a very bad feeling about the disease.

    

    

    

    

    "I can't have a doctor no one's allowed to see," complained Rafael over the comms.

    

    "It's just a precaution. If anyone gets seriously hurt they should still come to me. But I really don't like this situation at all. We're lucky the Gartech people have kept themselves to themselves. I've had the most contact with them. It's a long shot, but if this is infectious there's a chance we can contain it if I quarantine myself."

    

    "The crew won't like it."

    

    Gorata rolled her eyes. "You think they would prefer the alternative."

    

    

    

    

    "What's this?" asked Vandana.

    

    "Protein block lasagne, like my mam cooked it," answered Bengt.

    

    Vandana poked at the colourless sludge with her fork. "When are we hiring on a cook again?"

    

    "When I can find one who will put up with you lot," answered Mendosa equably.

    

    "Gorata would take on cook as well as doctor like a shot," pointed out Bengt. "She seems to enjoy catering for us."

    

    "No!" said Vandana sharply. "I've had enough New Gabarone specialities to last a life time."

    

    "You have to admit her cooking is better than this, though," observed Rafael. "No offence, Bengt."

    

    "She'd want to organise more full-crew meals," warned Vandana.

    

    "It wasn't that bad," said Bengt. "Made a change. No one suffered more than a few cuts and bruises, and most of the problems were Pedro moaning."

    

    "Anyway we can't have a cook who locks themselves in the infirmary fist sign of a sniffle," said Vandana.

    

    "Ireckon she's just got fed up with us," opined Bengt cheerfully.

    

    Rafael shook his head. "No she's serious and she's probably right. There's just not a lot we can do about it."

    

    Vandana looked up sharply from her meal. "What do you mean she's probably right? You think the Gartech people have cooked this up?"

    

    "Yes. I don't suppose they meant to infect themselves, but it makes the most sense."

    

    "You shouted about contract to them?"

    

    "I would have done if they'd answered their internal intercom any time in the past three days."

    

    There was a short silence.

    

    "Fuck," muttered Bengt. "What are we going to do?"

    

    "Get to a port with a hospital. Hope no one else goes down with whatever this is."

    

    "There'll be panic when the ratings hear about this," muttered Vandana.

    

    "Captain! Captain!" Suddenly Akane was at the door.

    

    "What is it?"

    

    "It's Pedro, he's sick."

    

    The officers all exchanged glances. "Well I guess that's Gorata out of quarantine then," said Bengt gloomily.

    

    

    

    

    Rafael ran a hand through his dark hair and stared levelly at Gorata. "Ship-wide quarantine? Are you serious?"

    

    "We have no idea what it is. We know it's infectious. It's probably airborne."

    

    "So we get ourselves to a hospital."

    

    "Yes, but we warn them, in advance, to have quarantine procedures activated."

    

    "You realise if I signal a quarantine there will be a complete circus and if we're wrong..."

    

    "We're not wrong."

    

    "If, as I say, we're wrong, we're both finished. Every single contract in the hub will have been delayed for no reason, if we ever manage to deliver it at all that is. No one will hire my ship again and no ship will hire you as a doctor."

    

    "If I'm right, and you don't signal a quarantine, hundreds of people could die."

    

    They glared at each other for a minute. But Gorata's confidence was steely.

    

    "Fine," said the captain. "I'll signal a quarantine. May the First Captain protect us all."

    

    

    

    

    

    "We breaking into Garmech's quarters and finding out what they're doing!" Ahmed was one of the maintenance men. He was big and burly and not a good man to fight.

    

    "We're not breaking contract!" said Rafael firmly, his arms crossed.

    

    "How many people do you want in sick bay before you'll act?"

    

    Rafael looked to Bengt. The blond man was standing with Ahmed's rabble but he lounged against the wall, placing a distance between himself and the others. The group were mostly from maintenance but it included some of the cargo haulers in, no doubt, a temporary alliance. They clustered behind Ahmed, at one with his intent. Bengt shrugged and Rafael knew he wasn't going to intervene. Bengt was as unhappy as everyone else about their secretive passengers and the mystery illness.

    

    Rafael looked at the door. It had been shut now for a week and he had a nasty premonition that there was no one alive on the other side. Then he stood back.

    

    "This is mutiny," he said loudly and clearly for the ship's record.

    

    "This is survival!" said Ahmed pushing past him. The rest of the crowd followed.

    

    The ordinary spaceman hefted his wrench and landed a precise blow on door lock. The door smashed inwards and the lock fell through. Ahmed kicked it open.

    

    The section bulkhead slammed shut before Rafael had time to properly register what happened next. There was a loud bang and a brief sensation of heat before the heavy door divided the crowd and all was quiet and cool again.

    

    Rafael looked through a porthole and saw bodies drifting out into space.

    

    There was a sudden babble of voices from the people on their side of the door. "What happened?" asked someone.

    

    "Looks like our passengers were as desperate to protect themselves as we were to get in," murmured Rafael.

    

    

    

    On to Part 3
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 Rafael was seated in his cabin, reading through the messages demanding information that were beginning to pour in.

    

    "Akane and Marcella are showing symptoms too," reported Gorata from the doorway.

    

    "How many is that now?"

    

    "Everyone basically, except the officers," Gorata sounded tired.

    

    "But so far no deaths."

    

    "No, but Pedro isn't going to last long, chronic organ failure."

    

    Rafael shook his head. "If he survives I'll never hear the end of this."

    

    "I've not given up on him yet."

    

    "Any ideas what it could be?"

    

    "I need access to the zero-g lab."

    

    Rafael looked at her sharply. "I was wondering when you would bring that up again."

    

    "A broken contract is better than a dead crew."

    

    He shook his head. "I had another message from Gartech today. They still refuse access."

    

    Gorata raised an eyebrow at him.

    

    "But you're right. A broken contract is a lot better than a dead crew. Call up Bengt and Vandana, we'll need to work out how to break into their container."

    

    

    

    

    Bengt slowly climbed away from the Joyous Venture's long rotating perimeter towards the central hub. The ladder went straight upwards inside the small shaft and Bengt tried not to look down at the tiny hole of the access shaft below, which was getting smaller and smaller at every step. Outside the stars swung gracefully past. As the gravity reduced and he drew near to the zero-g storage area, he began to float. He continued to climb, using his arms alone to propel himself ever higher. Weightless and alone, he felt as if he was climbing into the silent vastness outside.

    

    

    

    

    Gorata crouched behind Vandana and Rafael directly beneath the spoke Bengt had ascended. She peered over Vandana's shoulder at the read-outs from the sensors on Bengt's suit.

    

    "What makes you think they've got more security than just the lock?" asked Gorata.

    

    "They had more security on their cabin," said Rafael. "Besides I had to sign waiver forms in case anyone got injured while handling that container."

    

    "Can they do that?" asked Gorata.

    

    Rafael shrugged. "It's as good a way to say `hands off' as I can think of."

    

    "Well?" Gorata asked Vandana.

    

    "I've got several power lines, could just be powering the lock, mind you."

    

    Bengt was floating close to the container door.

    

    "Looked like a fairly standard key combination lock," he reported. "But there's been some customisation of the frame so it could be booby-trapped.

    

    "Big enough to damage the ship?" asked Rafael.

    

    "The charge in their quarters wasn't that powerful. It only took out the hull because the door was by the exterior wall," said Vandana. "The same charge in the hub would damage a lot of the surrounding shelving units. Wouldn't breach the integrity of the cargo hold, though. Probably wouldn't even damage the other cargo."

    

    "We could cut in from above," said Bengt over the radio.

    

    "They'll have thought of that. Movement sensors on the inside, I should think," said Vandana.

    

    "Could we block the sensors?" asked Gorata.

    

    "I'll cut a small hole in the top," said Bengt. "And insert a peep-hole camera. Then we can see what they've got."

    

    It was a tense few minutes as Bengt took a blow-torch to the top of the container. "What if they have vibration sensors, or heat sensors?" asked Gorata.

    

    Vandana shrugged. "Bengt is toast."

    

    "Won't be vibration sensors. Too risky in transit," said Rafael.

    

    "OK, I'm inserting the camera." They watched as Bengt threaded a tiny probe through the hole he had made.

    

    Pictures popped up on Vandana's screen. "Sensors there, there and there," said Vandana pointing.

    

    "Wait a moment," said Gorata. "What's that? In those cages?"

    

    "They've got animals in there. In zero-g! That will have been pleasant for whoever was on mucking out duty," commented Vandana.

    

    "I recognise them, they're kopaki!" said Gorata.

    

    "What are those when they're at home?" asked Bengt.

    

    "Small animals, native to New Gabarone."

    

    "Well I'd never have guessed that!" said Vandana sarcastically. "Where else would they be native to?"

    

    Gorata gave her a hard look.

    

    "They eat morshapa root..." she said thoughtfully.

    

    "You mean that spicy thing you insist on putting in all your food?" asked Rafael.

    

    "In fact, if you stop feeding them morshapa root, they die. They have a poisonous bite. It's been hypothesized that the morshapa root inoculates them against their own poison."

    

    "We've all eaten morshapa root, every time you've cooked," said Rafael thoughtfully.

    

    "If Gartech has somehow engineered the poison into a bacteria, then we were inoculated!!" Gorata clapped her hands.

    

    "Is that possible?" asked Bengt.

    

    But Gorata ignored him. "It also explains why the ratings took longer to come down with the disease than the scientists. They were eating it at group meals right up until the fight. And if it's a standard bacterium then it may not be pinging on the unknown pathogens!!"

    

    She was already on her feet. "I need to get back to the medical quarters."

    

    Vandana watched Gorata go. "Well, she's happy? Do we disengage?"

    

    Rafael was silent a moment, an intent look on his face and then he shook his head. "No, I want to know what's going on. We've broken contract now, let's find what dirt we can."

    

    "What are we looking for?" asked Bengt.

    

    "Computer files," said Vandana. "We need their hard drive."

    

    "Should I risk a larger hole?" asked Bengt.

    

    "I'm coming up," said Vandana. "I think you're going to need some assistance."

    

    

    

    

    "What's the plan?" asked Bengt as Vandana climbed up next to him.

    

    "There's a sensor web blind spot in the far corner of the container. We'll go in there." Vandana was already working her way around the container.

    

    "How do you know it's a blind spot?" Bengt asked.

    

    "The animals are moving and giving off heat." Vandana had designed a few security systems in her time. Animals of any kind, even ones in cages, were a nightmare.

    

    "Oh so you don't know it's a blind spot. Do you mind if I go back down?"

    

    "I'm going to need someone to hold stuff."

    

    "I see."

    

    Vandana stopped moving around the container. "The cages are next to this wall here."

    

    Bengt moved over to her, lugging his cutting equipment. She watched as he began cutting a large hole in the side of the container. "What are we going to do with five escaped kopaki" he asked, listening to the grunting coming through the wall.

    

    "Gorata's the purser and she knows the animals. She can keep them as pets. It might take her mind off cooking for us."

    

    Bengt had to dodge as an animal floated out of the container squawking indignantly. It was about the size of a small pig, with armoured plates on its shoulders and haunches. Its mouth was beak-like with a sharp razor edge. "Rafael is going to love this," he muttered. "Gorata said they were poisonous, right?" He backed away nervously.

    

    "Good point and I need to get in past them," said Vandana. "Shoo!" she pushed the beast gently and watched it float off into the hold.

    

    "Come on, little beasties," Vandana called into the container. "Come out and join your friend."

    

    A beak-like nose pushed out of the hole. Vandana exchanged a glance with Bengt and they both backed off slightly.

    

    Bengt wrinkled his nose. "What's that stench?"

    

    "No one's mucked them out for a couple of weeks."

    

    "What have they been eating?"

    

    "Automated feeder? I can look for you if I ever get inside."

    

    Another creature floated out through the hole. Vandana gave it a gentle nudge with her boot and it floated off, after its friend, squawking indignantly.

    

    Two more rapidly followed. Vandana stuck her head through the hole. "That's the lot, thankfully. I can get into the cage."

    

    "Then what?"

    

    "Pass me the blow torch and mask. I need to get to the computers."

    

    Vandana, took the blow-torch and mask from Bengt and cut a neat hole in the cage. Then she clambered out, keeping herself as flat against the cage wall as possible. She was confident that there were no movements sensors focused near the cage itself.

    

    "Now what?" asked Bengt.

    

    "When I come out we'll need to leave fast. You'll have to grab me and push away."

    

    "Do you have any idea what you're doing?" Bengt's voice sounded concerned.

    

    "Yes," Vandana said curtly and eyed the three sensors she could see. There was a neat little computer clipped onto a desk opposite her. All she needed to do was unclip it and get out. There was no way she could do that without triggering an alert.

    

    Bengt peered through the hole behind her. "Can you do something clever with ropes and weights?"

    

    "They're motion sensors!" she hissed, "and we're in zero-g. What did you have in mind?"

    

    He shrugged. "This is your plan. I'm just anxious that you don't get me blown up with you."

    

    "You are not going to get blown up," said Vandana.

    

    Bengt made a noise which told her he didn't believe a word of it, but he stayed put.

    

    If the people who installed the system knew what they were doing then small movements wouldn't set the sensors off. There was too much risk of some stray item which hadn't been put away properly, drifting across the sensors. Vandana took a deep breath and pushed off ever so gently from the edge of the cage. A gentle nudge that sent her drifting slowly across the room.

    

    I'm just a bit of blanket, she thought, someone forgot to put me away properly. She bumped against the desk on the far side of the room and looked down at the computer.

    

    "If I was them," said Bengt cheerfully from outside the container. "I'd have that machine rigged up to blow if moved, like their cabin was."

    

    "You're being cheerful," remarked Vandana, but he was right. A straightforward trigger on vital pieces of equipment was far more reliable than motion sensors. She placed one hand on the comp, pushing it down while she carefully undid the clips with her other hand. She turned her head and judged her angle to the hole in the cage and, beyond that, the hole in the side of the container.

    

    "I'll be coming out fast," she said.

    

    Bengt's head withdrew.

    

    She braced her feet against the side of the desk and offered up a prayer to Vishnu. Then she pushed.

    

    She felt Bengt grab her as she exited the hole and he was pushing in a different direction, changing their trajectory. As the container exploded, the blast propelled them through the hold and they tumbled down one of the long aisles between the empty container stacks. Behind them the container burned, a small ball for flame in the centre of the hold.

    

    "Rafael's not going to like that," murmured Bengt in her ear as they gradually slowed.

    

    "He'll like this though," she said and tapped the computer.

    

    Somewhere in the depths of the hold she could hear the indignant squawks of the the kopaki beasts and she sighed. "They're going to be trouble though."

    

    

    

    

    "Is it working, whatever it is you are doing?" asked Rafael.

    

    Gorata was setting up drips. "Hard to tell at this stage. I've extract the morshapa root into a liquid and I'm feeding it to the patients. Hopefully it will have some effect against whatever toxin the bacteria are transmitting."

    

    "So it wasn't a disease, it was poison."

    

    Gorata shrugged. "If I'm right it's a poison delivered by bacteria. You could look at it either way."

    

    "Will it work?"

    

    Gorata's lips pursed. "Touch and go."

    

    

    

    

    "So how deep a pile of shit are we in?" asked Bengt conversationally as he walked into the Officers' Mess to find Rafael, Vandana and Gorata all clustered around the stolen computer.

    

    "Deep," said Rafael.

    

    "We've confirmed that they were trying to extract the kopaki poison and splice it into bacteria," said Gorata.

    

    "Yes, but you said yourself that the protocols they had in place were sound," said Vandana.

    

    "Once the disease was out they should have made the connection!"

    

    "Maybe, but again, you said the symptoms weren't a straight match. It could have been flu." Rafael shook his head.

    

    "I still don't understand why they didn't want to let on." Gorata grumbled.

    

    "That will be in the encrypted section," said Vandana, tapping at the screen. "I imagine their client didn't want the research disseminated prematurely."

    

    "Enough to die for?" asked Gorata.

    

    "Maybe," said Rafael. "Smith was a fanatic. That much was clear. I don't know about the others but he had them under his thumb."

    

    "He was on secondment," said Vandana. "I've got some of Lan's messages. She complains that he's only here for six months."

    

    "Who was he with before?"

    

    Vandana shrugged. "Unless we can find his CV on the net, I doubt we'll find out. I bet whoever employed him has been clearing this mess up since you sounded the quarantine."

    

    None of them said anything for a few moments.

    

    "Government then," said Bengt, vocalising all their thoughts. "Someone's doing weapons' research."

    

    "That's one hell of a leap," said Rafael.

    

    "It's what you're thinking though. This shit runs a lot deeper than what happened here and we're up to our necks in it at this point. Or at least we are if anyone knows we took that computer."

    

    "Best make sure no one ever does then," said Vandana.

    

    "Keep running the encryption-cracking algorithms," said Rafael. "If we're going to get done for this we might as well extract every scrap of information we can."

    

    

    

    

    "What now?" asked Gorata.

    

    Rafael had spent the previous half hour broadcasting the all clear from the quarantine.

    

    "I'm not sure. We're going to have trouble when we dock. We'll have to let the local medics practice their contagious disease drill and Gartech are screaming blue murder about breach of contract."

    

    "Didn't the contract say they weren't bringing anything dangerous on board."

    

    "It's technical. We'll have to argue it in a court if we ever dock at New Gabarone again. Then again we might not. Depends how much publicity Gartech want."

    

    This is my news

    

    It was an old radio show from her youth. The weekly rhythmic poem. The news pre-digested for five-year-olds.

    

    It ran through Gorata's head as she watched Captain Mendosa sending out his messages, giving a neatly edited version of what had happened to them.

    

    This is my news

    Meaning runs deep

    Deception runs deeper

    

    It wasn't just one small company performing a dangerous experiment. Gorata felt in her bones that something deeper and more significant had happened.

    

    This is my news

    Everything changes.

    

    It was the first sign that larger forces were at play, stretching their muscles. Gorata suspected that the fragile power balance between the free cities was shifting.

    

    Something has broken

    This is my news
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