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The Republic had taken everything from Moon—her research partner, her privacy, her illusions. They thought they had her under control. They were wrong.

 

Sirin, Moon’s new research partner, is a chemically enhanced math genius whose memory is erased every two days. He’s also a charming, fascinating man who is attracted to her anew after each memory loss cycle.

 

Escape from the regime that treats them like tools is impossible. There are too many walls around them, too many eyes watching. But when you’ve got nothing left to lose, running becomes the only option.
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Prologue



Moon knew something was wrong the moment Kad Minslok put his hand over hers. She felt the warmth and pressure from his fingers and looked up with alarm into his startling blue eyes. Her hand was poised and still, sandwiched between his touch and the blinking communications button she was about to press. The tip of one finger grazed the smooth polymer curve but it wasn’t enough to activate the signal.

She had worked with Kad for years but in all that time he had never touched her. Ever. And she had never seen that particular expression on his sculptured features either—an unnerving mixture of amusement and wariness.

“Don’t tell them I’m here,” he said quietly.

Her brow furrowed. “Don’t—? What are you talking about, Kad?”

But he stepped away, slipping his hand from hers and drifting to a position directly behind the console, where the holographic communications display wouldn’t pick him up.

The button continued to beep and flash insistently. With one frustrated glance at the silent figure of her research partner, she pressed the small blinking square and tried to regain her composure in the second before the image projection materialised.

“Dr. Moon Thadin?” The display presented a young man who looked earnest, serious and impervious. He looked like nothing in the world surprised him. His jaw was square, his eyes were clear and his fair hair was brushed back with not a single strand out of place. Moon could easily imagine him advertising something mundane yet deadly, like weapons systems. She could only see to the top of his chest—his head dominated the display space—but she was sure he would be as tall and broad as his demeanour indicated. She didn’t really need to see the insignia on his collar to know where he was from.

“Y-yes,” she stammered, blinking a few times. Anyone who wasn’t nervous at facing such an officer had obviously developed a death wish.

“My name is Captain Surrem of the Republic Security Force. We are looking for Dr. Kad Minslok. I believe he works with you?”

Why in the universe someone like Surrem would even attempt social niceties was beyond her. The Security Force was a law unto itself—the brutal muscle of the human-led Republic, an entity that dominated nearly a fifth of the mapped galaxy. If the Security Force didn’t know about someone, they weren’t worth knowing about. And of course they knew she worked with Kad. Half their funding came from them, and both entities were on the project’s paperwork. Were people really reassured by this false hint of modesty from their all-seeing government?

“Yes he does.” She let a small frown form on her face, using the scrap of displeasure to fuel her larger sense of irritation, willing herself not to dart a look at Kad’s tall and solid figure behind the slightly rasterised image of Surrem’s head. “Do you want to speak with him about something?”

“Is he not there?” Surrem seemed not to hear her question. His eyes scanned the laboratory, from the open door behind her to the Quantaflex computer banks along one wall.

Moon tried to look unconcerned, grateful that Kad was keeping as still as possible. She focused on the Security Force officer and imagined her partner as a blob of abstract art on the wall.

“He could be somewhere on campus,” she demurred, knowing that Surrem would have access to that information in any case. Their research facility was a secured unit and all entries and exits were carefully monitored. “But he hasn’t come up to the lab yet. He sometimes likes to take his breakfast in the canteen.”

But there are cameras there, able to pick him out in a second!


“Or…or outside in the gardens,” she added with hasty improvisation. The vegetation was dense and lush there in some areas. She was sure there was enough cover for someone to plausibly disappear for a while. “He likes to take walks.” She hid nervous hands behind her back. “He says it clears his mind.”

There was a charged silence.

“Thank you, Dr. Thadin,” Surrem finally said. And his image winked out.

Kad strode forward a second after the call terminated, his body full of leashed energy. “Thank you, Moon.” It was an echo of Surrem’s words but didn’t sound so flat or unemotional.

She looked into Kad’s face, a face she’d gotten to know better than her own over the past four years, one that belonged to her intellectual equal. But now that she looked closely, she wondered at the tightness in his eyes and the lines on his cheeks. Had they always been there, those signs of tension and deeply buried frustration? His black hair was swept back from his face, the strong thick strands dull rather than shiny. When had that happened? She clearly remembered the gloss of his hair when they first created their partnership, along with his handsome features and dry, engaging sense of humour. The man who stood before her now looked prematurely aged, and she felt ashamed that she had not noticed the changes in him. He looked more like Kad’s father than Kad himself.

“What’s going on?” There was no nervousness in her voice. He was her fellow researcher and, even though they weren’t physically intimate, there was an intellectual ease between them.

“They’ll be coming for me,” he said tersely. “I think I have half an hour. No more.”

“Coming for you? What are you talking about, Kad?”

She watched him as he moved around the lab, his fingers flying over the smooth console keyboards.

“I’m a terrorist, Moon. Didn’t you know?” He paused long enough to shoot her a quick smile, then continued on with his tasks.

Know? She barely understood the term. Terrorists belonged to some nebulous concept floating on the periphery of her reality. The only beings she had ever classified as terrorists were shapeshifters and their sympathisers. They certainly weren’t handsome, accomplished men who worked side by side with her, closer even than a wedded partner, breaking the secrets of the universe together. How could he be a terrorist? He was a scientist.

She shook her head to clear it. There was only one explanation for the topsy-turvy world that had suddenly come into being, and her expression darkened as she considered it.

“Is this a joke?” she demanded. “Is Surrem a student friend of yours? Because if he is, someone should tell him it’s dangerous masquerading as a member of the Security Force. And my birthday isn’t for two months, so your timing’s off.”

He stopped then. With a dramatic flourish from his long, lean fingers, he pressed a final key. Then he faced her with a heavy sigh.

“How can such a smart woman be such an innocent?” he complained to the room in general, the hint of a smile tugging at his lips. He focused on her. “I don’t have much time to explain, Moon.”

“Then summarise,” she snapped, annoyed and more than a little anxious. “You should know how to do that by now.”


She was starting to hate the expression on his face, that mix of superiority and laughter. She had seen it all through her childhood years, and on into adulthood. She wanted to slap the smile from his face, as if by doing that she could slap the smile from every other person who had looked at her like that. Expressions like the one on Kad’s face were dangerous. They either meant that someone was laughing at her, or someone was laughing at the Republic. Neither interpretation boded well.

If he took offence at her tone, he didn’t show it. “All right,” he finally said, with a quick exhalation of breath. “I’ve been an underground anti-Republic activist for almost ten years now. In my position as lecturer, then senior researcher, at the Phyllis Science Centre I have used my influence and knowledge in every way possible to undermine the Republic and bring it to its knees.”

Moon felt her eyes widen until she was sure they were about to pop from her head. “To bring the Republic—? But how?”

He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter now. And it would take too long to explain. But obviously the Republic has found out what I’ve been up to.”

“How did you know—?”

“—that the Security Force would contact the Centre today? I had a tip-off, although I was hoping it was wrong.”

Terrorist. Security Force. Anti-Republic. Tip-off. The words tumbled through her head, confusing her. “But Captain Surrem seemed satisfied—”

“He’s lying to you, Moon. They’re all lying to you.” He opened one of the many underbench compartments that lined three of the lab’s four walls and pulled out a large satchel.

“What’s in there?” she asked, even though she thought she already knew. Ripples of cold were running down her arms, lifting the hairs on her skin.

“My getaway kit,” he said with another quick grin.

She couldn’t understand it. If his reckoning was right, he was within twenty minutes of being captured by the dreaded Republic Security Force and yet, she had to admit to herself, she had never seen him look this energised, this enthusiastic, in her life.

“Where will you go, Kad?” she asked faintly. The question should have been, where do you think you will go? Because the truth was, he was trapped. The Security Force would not leave any escape route open. If he was right—if they really were after him—they would have spoken to the Centre’s own staff by now and put the campus into silent lockdown. And even if Kad could get through the tight security grid, they were on a Republic planet, with every spaceport and domestic transport transit point controlled by the Republic. Assuming he somehow managed to get out of the Centre alive—which she doubted—it would only be a matter of time and resources before they caught him. Escape just wasn’t an option, despite the optimism that glinted in his eyes.

“What you don’t know won’t hurt you, Moon.”

He stepped up to her then, the satchel’s strap biting into his shoulder. She could tell there were quite a few things in there by the way the bag bulged and knocked against his thigh.

“Thank you,” he said. His dark blue eyes mirrored the sincerity in his voice.

She let her gaze travel up his length, thinking that she had never noticed before how tall he was. Now that he was leaving so suddenly, another universe of questions opened up for her. She didn’t know his likes or dislikes in music, entertainment or food. She had never before noticed the tiny light flecks embedded in the dark marine tone of his eyes, or the slight crookedness of his nose. Had he broken it as a child? As an adult? It seemed so unfair that now that she was just starting to take in all the details of her research partner, it should be ripped away so brutally.

“For what?” Her voice was unintentionally hoarse.


“For being so easy to work with. For covering for me when you didn’t have to.” He didn’t touch her but she felt the heat of his body radiating out to hers, and then he flashed her that quick grin again. “I hope you took a recent backup of our work because I’ve taken the liberty of detonating a few scramble-bombs across our project net. That should take care of some of the research. The scramble reaches into the Centre’s archives as well as across the wider data net, so unless they keep full isolated backups, they won’t be able to fill the holes.”

She shook her head. She was privy to all his research—she was his partner, dammit!—and she would have known if he had sectioned off part of his work from her. “But you didn’t do any questionable research,” she objected.

“No,” he admitted. “I didn’t. Not here. But the Republic doesn’t know that. Trying to put everything together again should keep them busy for a year.”

In the meantime, they’d come for her too. She knew it in her bones and some of that fear must have been on her face because he touched her again, resting his hands on her shoulders while he looked into her eyes.

“I wish I could explain to you why I’m involved in this.” His gaze moved over her face, looking for…what? “You’re too young to understand.”

Young? She was older than him! She opened her mouth to object, but he hushed her with a look.

“I’m sorry for dragging you into this, Moon. That was never my intention. All I can tell you is—” he slowed his voice, measuring out each word as if it were pure platinum, “—if you ever get to that stage when you feel like the only choice left is to either jump off a cliff or be lasered, give me a call.”

Nothing he was saying made sense. What made Kad Minslok think he was going to get out of the building alive, much less evade the Republic Security Force on high alert? He, more than anyone else, knew their immense power and reach. And what made her think she was going to get out of this herself?

She was still trying to sort things out in her head, formulating questions that she wasn’t even sure she wanted the answers to, when he punched her in the face.








Chapter One



Three years later:

The Differential was a smooth-looking ship that resembled, Moon thought, a pregnant thigh bone. From perusing its schematics, she knew that the bulbous formations at one end housed the bridge and extensive navigation and sensor equipment. At the other end, they contained the ship’s massive engines. In the middle were the habitation, work and storage decks, with a small bulge near the bottom where her lab had been hastily tacked on. A smattering of round viewports all along the ship’s main body poured shafts of bright light into the surrounding space.

She additionally knew that the ship housed a total of one hundred and twenty crew members, all male, and was designated a medium Raker class. That meant it was used for “lighter” enforcement duties—investigating or cleaning up problems rather than for the heavy coercion to which the Republic usually resorted.

Moon should have been impressed that such a ship had been put at her disposal. It showed the importance the Republic accorded her research, the resources it was prepared to invest in order to make her wishes come true. Three years ago, she would have been jumping with joy, giddy with smug euphoria. But three years ago she was a different person. Now, all she and that person had in common was a name.

The shuttle arced above and approached the other side of the bone, so her glimpse of the newly constructed addition on the elevated display panel at the front of the small ship was brief and maddeningly incomplete. With a frown, Moon moved to the back of the shuttle, checking on her luggage. Once, she couldn’t have even contemplated travel without taking with her multiple changes of clothes, a library of only five hundred of her best-loved books and journals, two computers, a current assortment of useful gadgets and her favourite electron microscope…just in case. But the past few years had taught her a lesson in what was—and wasn’t—necessary. She had ruthlessly purged her bad habit, replacing it with something approaching ascetism. She had only one large, shapeless bag, and if it resembled the satchel that Kad Minslok had carried that fateful morning an eternity ago, she tried hard not to think about it.

The small craft jerked as it was caught by the ship’s tractors, but Moon hardly noticed it, her feet already apart to compensate for the sharp movement. She grabbed the bag by its short, thick handle and walked to the front, ignoring the small group of passengers who were still in their seats. All four were soldiers, none of them high-ranking. Republic drones. She quelled the thought and stared at the dull grey of the curved door, wondering who would be sent to meet her.

The whine of the engines died down and the door slid open with a small whoosh. Moon stepped out while the rest were slowly shuffling to their feet behind her. She took a grateful breath of an air that was less stale than what she left behind.

When the captain of the Differential, the pips of his rank gleaming, stepped forward with a smile and offered his hand, she tried not to look surprised.

Moon considered herself slightly taller than average, but this man towered over her by a full head. His short, corn-coloured hair gleamed warmly, even under the ship’s artificial lighting. He wore it slightly longer than most military men, enough to give him a spiky fringe. It looked thick and soft.

His shoulders stretched the material of his dark blue uniform, following the contours of his body, exposing muscular leanness with not a gram of excess fat. His eyes were a lighter blue, like a summer’s day on humanity’s fabled home planet of Earth. When he smiled, two deep dimples scored his cheeks.


For now, there was no warmth in his eyes or his smile, just professional welcome and courtesy, but Moon wasn’t expecting anything more. As far as she was concerned, the captain was a means to an end. She was sure he saw her the same way. Possible promotion, meet possible scientific breakthrough.

“Dr. Thadin,” he greeted her. His voice was low and soothing. “My name is Drue Jeen. I’m captain of the Differential. Welcome aboard.”

She took his hand and held it for the requisite two seconds before allowing it to slip from her fingers. She enjoyed the feeling of his warmth against her coolness, and wondered if she would ever be warm again.

“Thank you, Captain.”

The small group of disembarking passengers and crew flowed around them silently. Moon noticed the surreptitious glances at Jeen as they moved off. They were probably in awe of him, careful not to do anything that would get them noticed, even if that meant delaying a casual conversation in his vicinity. Republic Space Fleet captains held the power of life or death over their crews, a fact she would do well to remember.

She remained silent, letting her gaze rest lightly on him. The fact that he was an attractive man would make her time on the ship easier. It was always easier being nice, or appropriately communicative, to someone who was handsome or beautiful. Supposedly it didn’t matter; she had been extensively briefed on how often she was to keep the captain of the Differential informed of her work. That was the way of the Republic—looks weren’t supposed to matter, but they didn’t hurt. Moon didn’t consider herself beautiful, only moderately attractive, but had the feeling that fact had saved her from the worst excesses during the past three years. How much worse it could have been if she was ugly. Or male.

“Would you like to tour your lab first, or be escorted to your quarters?” he asked politely.

“The lab first, please.” A rare smile curved her lips. That was where she felt most comfortable, among the equations and equipment that were like friends to her.

His gaze darted down to the bag she still held in her left hand, then farther down to the floor. “Did you bring any luggage?”

She hefted the bag once. “Just this.”

“Oh. That’s…highly unusual.”

“The Directorate said the lab on board the Differential was fully equipped, Captain Jeen.” There was a hint of ice in her voice. “Were they mistaken?”

“No, they weren’t mistaken,” he replied easily. “It’s just unusual to see anybody travel halfway across the Republic so, er, lightly.”

He said “anybody,” but he meant “a woman.” Moon knew that well enough. She wasn’t sure what annoyed her more—the rampant sexism throughout Republic space, or the guilt-laden fact that she had been allowed to return to her research only because she was a woman. The Republic considered her a negligible threat.

Jeen made a move, obviously indicating that he was happy to carry her bag for her, but Moon kept a firm hold on the handle and waited patiently for him to show the way. After a slight hesitation, he walked down the corridor away from the shuttle dock ring.


The material under her feet wasn’t carpet and it wasn’t metal but some kind of matte rubbery compound that compressed slightly each time she put her weight on it. As she looked around, she saw the covering extended up the walls and even over the ceiling, its dark grey expanse broken only by recessed lighting fixtures, ventilation grilles and control panels of various shapes. Even the doors were covered in the material. She restrained herself from reaching out and touching it. She had never been on a battle-ready Space Fleet ship before, only on private and commercial craft…and Republic prisoner transports. She curled her inquisitive fingers until they formed a fist. Time enough later to satisfy her curiosity.

“I thought you’d be happier having quarters next to the lab,” Jeen was saying, casting an occasional quick glance backwards as he walked. “So you could work whenever you wanted. The entire lab complex is completely private.”

Moon knew he was trying to be polite, but couldn’t help the cynical spin she put on his words. The Republic was impatient. It wanted results. Tangible results from the piles of money they had already thrown into the void commonly known as “Dr. Thadin’s research.” And now, at the first stage of real space trials, the pressure was on her to prove she was right, and worthy of a decade’s worth of funding and the fulsome exoneration of her name. She said nothing, merely nodding at his words.

The ship was silent, she noticed. Oh, it had the usual background humming and occasional beep or hiss from something opening or closing, but she heard none of the loud conversational rambles she was used to in other, more commercial environments. The few dialogues she passed were conducted in low, crisp undertones and often people walked side by side, not exchanging a word. It gave her insight into a world much more coldly disciplined than she was expecting.

If the lab looked tacked on from her snatched look outside the Differential, the extension was seamless on the inside. Jeen gestured past a doorway at the end of a short corridor, and Moon stepped into what was to be her home for the next three months, perhaps longer.

The room was huge and roughly octagonal shaped. Against what she gathered was the hull, a clear bulbous sphere sat, the intricate machinery inside dark and quiescent. Surrounding the sphere were banks of angled consoles, their surfaces black and glassy-smooth.

Moon’s gaze moved from the sphere to the rest of the lab, skimming over large clearboards, overlaid with fine grids but otherwise blank, angled worktables, the familiar chunky bulk of a meta-library unit and a wall of panels, each butted up next to its neighbour. There was plenty of space for her to pace while thinking—the briefing to the lab designers must have been frighteningly complete. There was even a set of table and chairs next to a wall, so she could eat while she worked.

“The Senior Chef is at your disposal at any time, day or night,” Jeen commented, noting where her gaze lingered. “And the door to the lab complex can be locked for privacy. The actual, ah, missile framework and launching mechanism is down in the cargo bay next to our engineering section.” He indicated another open doorway to the left and stepped in that direction. “Your quarters are through here.”

Moon took a step, following him, then stopped. There was something not quite right. She scanned the room again. Everything seemed to be in its correct place, but it felt…emptier than it should. Then it hit her.

“Where’s the Kray?” she asked.

Jeen stopped and turned to face her. “Pardon?”

“I normally work with a Kray Quantaflex,” she elaborated. “A Mark Six. I can’t see one here.”

“Yes, the Kray.” Jeen spoke slowly but looked thoughtful more than discomfited. “We’ve come up with what we think is a better substitute.”

Moon looked round again. Her Mark Six—that, in a fit of emotionalism, she had nicknamed “Qwacka”—was a tall, slim machine, flanked by short featureless databanks. Nothing she saw in the lab even approximated its shape.


She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Captain, but if I don’t have a Quantaflex, a Mark Five at the very least, then my trip here has been in vain.”

She stood resolute. Some of her stubbornness must have shown in her face or her stance, because Jeen cocked his head in a most disarming fashion.

“It’s late,” he said in a reasonable voice. “Why don’t I show you to your quarters and give you a chance to get settled? We can discuss this over dinner, if you’d care to join me?”

Moon hesitated, wanting to say no, but the weight of her bag dragged at her wrist, reminding her that she was tired after almost a day and a half of continuous travel. And he was offering food. If it didn’t entail the usual pureed selection of bland mixtures slapped onto a tray, it would be wonderful. The alternative was standing her ground. But what would that achieve at this point? More discomfort?

She was a logical person and knew an olive branch when she saw one.

She conceded with a nod. “You’re right, Captain. We can discuss this later.”

He smiled, obviously pleased, and it lightened his face, making him look more boyish.

“Believe me, Dr. Thadin, the Republic is as invested in this project of yours as you are.”

They walked through the doorway and turned right into another corridor, past a closed door to another at the end.

“It’s keyed to your DNA,” Jeen explained as he stepped to one side.

Moon put her hand on the reflective rectangular panel at eye level. After a second’s hesitation, the door slid open.

“I’ll leave you to get comfortable. Will you be ready for dinner in, say, an hour?”

“Yes, I think so.” The bag’s weight was starting to burn through her fingers.

“I’ll see you then. Just ask anyone to direct you to the captain’s dining room.”

“Thank you. I will.”

With another smile and a quick nod, he left.

 

Moon let the door slide shut behind her but didn’t relax. That was for more naive members of the Republic. With one last effort, she hoisted her bag onto the bed and walked around the quarters. Considering she was in a combat ship, the space she’d been given was expansive. Not only was there a small sitting alcove, but also her own private bathroom. There was even enough room for her to walk comfortably around three sides of the bed. She sauntered over to the opposite wall and pressed the small, upraised square on the bottom corner of a large panel. A view of what was beyond the Differential’s hull sprang to view. They were at the edge of the local system, the preferred position from which to begin a hyperspace journey. The system’s planets looked like multi-coloured dots mired in black velvet. Somewhere, off to her right and a little behind her, she knew the system’s star burned. It was viable and life-giving—and outside her sphere of interest.

Moon found another slide control next to the button. She quickly flicked through the other available scenes—tropical rainforest, searing desert, nebulae, ringed planets. Eventually, she toggled back to the natural outside view and left the screen at that choice.

If she was not mistaken—her eyes scanned the cabin’s interior—there were no cameras inside her cabin. At least none that were obvious. Did this mean they trusted her? Or that they thought the ship was the perfect prison for her without the need for extra equipment? After all, she wondered with dry amusement, what could one female scientist do against more than a hundred well-trained soldiers?


At least her thoughts were still her own. And just as well because, three years after he’d successfully escaped into thin air, she still wanted to wring Kad Minslok’s neck. Once, she had been an influential senior research scientist, naive yet content, working in the esoteric field of solar-forming, as the bureaucrats liked to call it. She didn’t ask much of her research partners, and never saw it as relevant to question them about their political leanings or what they liked to eat at home. All she wanted was their unswerving devotion and a full commitment of their intellect to the project at hand.

Kad had seemed an ideal partner under such circumstances. He was content with not sharing vids of his vacations, or filling the lab with stories of his weekend exploits. In a way, she hadn’t taken much notice of him as a person at all, until he declared himself an enemy of the Republic, with the Security Force snapping at his heels.

Once again, she wondered how he managed to get away from them while locked inside a secure establishment, and whether he ever spared a thought for the difficulties his escape posed for her. He had only punched her once, but it was enough. She learnt that the Force soldiers had found her prone body—with cut lips and a bleeding nose—and sent her to the nearest hospital. But they obviously weren’t as taken in by Kad’s assault on her as he wanted them to be.

Moon dug through her bag, pulling out a simple long-sleeved shirt and straight skirt and laying them on the bed before walking to the bathroom.

Instead, they questioned her relentlessly about not only Kad’s dealings, but her own. It was bad enough staring at a procession of grim-faced men while sporting a bruised, technicolour face, without also having to pick her way through the verbal minefield they presented. Why did she take a holiday on this particular planet at this particular time? Why didn’t she take a vacation for three consecutive years? Why did he attend this conference but not that one? Why did they go separately? Together? Who did they see and why? For the first time in her life, Moon was glad her parents were dead, so they didn’t have to see their daughter subjected to marathon interrogation sessions. Even after she was released from the hospital, the harassment continued, with irregular pre-dawn visits and searches from the Security Force. She lost sleep, weight and peace of mind.

There were no public announcements made, no overt signs of violence, but the atmosphere around Moon was dangerous enough to cause her friends to begin falling away from her. She couldn’t blame them, she thought. The stench of Security Force questionings could infiltrate the most pristine of reputations. That was the rationalisation she used, even as she stored up bitterness created by the quiet betrayal of people she had thought were her allies. The Republic, ruthless and brutal, was not a body to cross; it was understandable that people would want to have as little as possible to do with its enforcement arm. But, considering Moon had so few friends to begin with, their collective desertion still hurt.

Three years later, on a Raker class ship, a disillusioned Moon sighed and stepped into the shower alcove, turning her face up into the sensor-activated needles of hot water, breathing in the clouds of steam that formed and swirled around her body. It was such a little thing, but she thought she would never take a shower for granted again for as long as she lived.

Their initial questioning didn’t break her—they were dubious about her claims that she knew very little about her research partner, not even where he lived. So she was transferred to a medium-security facility, as the Republic termed it.

Remembering the term, Moon snorted into the cleansing soft spikes of water.


If that had been a medium-security facility, she felt truly sorry for anyone incarcerated in maximum security. The food was mediocre, the rooms bare and there was little in the way of amenities beyond a scrubby dusty enclosure on a cold planet that she didn’t even know the name of. But worst of all, more than her sudden isolation, her lack of comrades, her curiosity over where Kad had disappeared to, she had been deprived of her work. There were no labs at the medium-security facility. No working rooms. No clearboards. There was only stifling boredom, interrupted by grim and intense questioning sessions.

Twenty-four months. They kept her on that barren, nameless rock for twenty-four months, while they probed every thread of her past. The lack of intellectual stimulation drove Moon to barter rations of food she could hardly bear to eat, for a small news panel that could be hacked to accept input from her as well. It was the most primitive of devices, unable to interface with any network, or even communicate with any other device, but she guarded it as if it was the most precious thing in the galaxy. Only bringing it into the open when nobody else was around, she used to laboriously type out equations and formulae with her fingernail, ensuring that, no matter what else happened, she wouldn’t forget the foundations of her own research.

Finally, with frustratingly empty hands, the Security Force reluctantly returned her to a Republic-sanctioned research facility to help pick up the fragments of her shattered research under their ever-watchful eyes. And now, more than a year after that, purified and exonerated, she was aboard the Republic ship Differential, finally free of overt surveillance and about to conduct her first reality experiment into her preferred term for what she was doing—stellar mechanics.

Moon switched off the water, dried herself and dressed in the clothes she laid out. Any physical wounds from occasional rough handling by the Security Force had faded into the smooth brown of her skin, but the emotional scars remained. She had always thought of herself as a serious yet fun-loving person, someone with a rewarding career and a respectable circle of good friends. And all it took to set back her career, scare away her friends and bury her sense of good cheer so deep she thought she would never find it again was one man: Kad Minslok.

The sleeve caught on her elbow as she slipped the shirt over her head and she tugged on it violently, then paused and took a deep breath. She had been invited to dinner by Captain Jeen, who seemed personable enough. She would, likewise, be calm and collected—the outwardly sociable face of the woman she used to be.

With a final look in the mirror, Moon left her quarters.








Chapter Two



“I hear your research has the potential to revolutionise the Republic, Doctor.” Jeen took an appreciative sip of pale green wine from his glass and looked at her over its delicate hand-blown rim.

Moon took a moment from subtly stuffing her face full of food to meet his eyes. The members of the Space Fleet didn’t know how good they had it, she thought—fine cutlery and crockery, a wide variety of food and a stunning choice of alcoholic beverages. Her mind meandered back to her internment and she stifled the urge to grab at the food laid out before her with both hands and shove it all into her mouth.

“I hope the peaceful applications of my research will enable more opportunities in the Republic,” she replied carefully, resisting the urge to reach for the steaming dish of glazed, braised vegetables.

Jeen twirled the glass in his hand, watching the thin liquid slosh in its transparent bowl. “Stellar-forming. It sounds very…ambitious.”

“It is,” she agreed, surreptitiously eyeing the different dishes to determine which she’d attack next.

“And yet there were only two of you involved in this research?”

Somehow, she knew Kad would come up. It was like pre-internment days all over again. She gave up choosing her next dish and settled back in her chair, knowing she would need to be attentive for the next part of the meal.

“That’s right.”

“Considering the amount of funding provided, wasn’t that highly unusual? From the importance with which the Republic views your work, I had expected a team of perhaps twenty or even thirty researchers.”

“Our equipment costs were higher than most,” Moon conceded. “And simulation time in the heavy-water labs is very expensive. And—” She hesitated, knowing what she had to say would sound arrogant. “There were not many people around with the kind of cross-disciplinary skills I wanted. We seem to produce scientists who have narrower and narrower specialisations rather than broader. For stellar-forming, as you call it, I needed people with as broad perspectives as possible.”

“And in all of Republic space, only one person was suitable?”

The Security Force had asked her the same thing and Moon realised that her answer now sounded as ridiculous as it did then. “Yes.”

“And you didn’t suspect Minslok for a moment?”

“Suspect him of what, Captain? Being an agent for anti-Republic sentiment?” She shrugged. It was a careless gesture, but her gaze was intense as it bored into his. “I’m not a researcher in economics or politics. My area of specialty is stellar re-ignition. Quantum mechanics has very little in common with political agitation.”

He hesitated, then nodded. “I’m sure you’re right.” He smiled and once more those disarming dimples creased his cheeks. “The past few years must have been difficult for you.”

“It’s not a nice thing when your society thinks you’re a traitor,” Moon agreed. She was proud that her voice was so even, with only the slightest bite to it. It had been difficult even thinking about such things when she was first released from the medium-security facility, but now she felt she was starting to finally come to grips with her experience.

Starting. Only starting.

She reached forward and took a small sip of wine to moisten her suddenly dry throat.

“But you were exonerated. Believe me, that doesn’t happen too often.”


There was something in his tone that hinted at an intriguing incident in his past. Had someone he’d known also been picked up by the Security Force? There was a chance here to form a deeper relationship with the Differential’s captain, but Moon still felt too mentally exhausted to pursue the issue. For now, she was more than happy just to think about her own welfare for a change. It would take time for her to trust another man again.

She let the hint at intimacy drop, and a reluctant smile tugged at her lips. “No, I’m sure it doesn’t.”

“Did you lose many friends?” Now his eyes softened, along with his voice. Had he been duty bound to follow a pre-approved checklist of questions before being allowed to venture into more personal territory?

“A few.” She looked into his blue eyes, their colour like the shallow sea off a coral coast, wondering how much she could share with him. “A lot.”

He breathed in deeply, a large sound in a small room. “And are you sure this stellar-forming idea of yours will work?”

Stellar-forming. She preferred the more proper term of stellar re-ignition, but it appeared that the military and the bureaucrats were hooked on “stellar-forming.” Knowing she was doomed to defeat, Moon was happy to let that battle slide.

“Theoretically, yes.”

He must have picked up the lingering reserve in her voice because he seemed to take a step backwards, his expression hardening slightly from its previous openness. Whatever he wanted, he wasn’t going to find it that night.

“I’ve read through your file, Doctor,” he said. “You’ve already escaped the clutches of the Security Force once, which is rare enough. I’ve never heard of anyone who’s escaped them a second time.”

He was a decent man after all. Moon could see that. A lot of males would have interpreted her continued aloofness as a slight to their masculine egos.

“Given the right circumstances, I’m sure my experiments will work, Captain.”

His eyes were cool but she couldn’t mistake the sincerity in his voice. “I hope so.”

That gave her the opening she was looking for.

“Speaking of which,” she began lightly, “you said we’d discuss the missing Quantaflex at dinner.” She didn’t wait for his reply, but launched into rapid argument. “If my experiments are as important to you, and to the Republic, as you say they are, then the absence of a computer will hamper them irreparably. I can’t work without the proper equipment, Captain, and I refuse to be held accountable for a substandard working environment. Especially,” she stressed, “when my initial requirements were already itemised, precisely detailed and forwarded to you before I stepped aboard your ship.”

She was never going to return to that Republic detention facility again, of that Moon was certain. And, as pleasant as Drue Jeen was, she was not going to take the blame for something that was essentially his fault. She had done that once already, and that was one time too many. She gritted her teeth and waited for his reply.

“You misunderstand, Dr. Thadin.” His voice was still pleasant, implying a gift for diplomacy.

Moon urged him to continue with a sceptical look.

“Of course I received your requirements. And we carried out extensive refits based on your specifications. We even put a Mark Six Quantaflex on order…until something better came along.”

“Better?” Moon frowned. “There is no ‘better.’ The Mark Six is the latest model, and the Quantaflex series is the most advanced in the galaxy. What could possibly be better?”


“I think it would be best if I showed you,” Jeen said finally. “It’s hard to explain. Say, tomorrow morning in your laboratory?”

“I hope this isn’t a joke, Captain.”

“Neither of us is laughing, Doctor.”

 

However, it was laughter that caught her ear as she walked back to her lab the following morning. On her way to breakfast in the main canteen an hour earlier, she had cut through her working space. There, she checked the equipment once again and discovered a small heavy-water tank that had eluded her before. But there was still no massive computer to crunch through the simulation data and dizzying levels of equations for her.

She had still not unpacked her things after returning from dinner the previous evening, and the absence of the computer made her determined to demand that Drue Jeen either put her off at the next port or immediately requisition the much-needed equipment. She wasn’t sure exactly what game he was playing, but something that could outperform a Mark Six just didn’t exist in known space. Such a machine was still years away in development. She may have been lulled into complacency by the good food and wine at dinner, but this was her own future she was thinking about. She was determined to remain firm when she met with the captain later that morning.

Frowning and preoccupied, she would have walked straight past the group of soldiers if the sounds of their merriment hadn’t interrupted her thoughts. Still, she only slowed as she neared the group, too wary to stop completely.

“Don’t you remember me, Turk?” one of the men asked. Like the others in the group, he was tall and broad-shouldered and Moon’s quick glance wasn’t enough to see past him to whomever he was addressing.

“Should I?” Contrasted with the roughhouse nature of the soldiers, his voice was preternaturally calm.

The crowd burst out laughing.

“The name’s Bay, Turk,” the soldier pressed. “Can you remember that? Bay?”

They laughed again and Moon hurried her steps, but she still caught the tail of the conversation following behind her.

“If you can’t remember my name by the end of the week, you’ll owe me some money. Is that okay with you, Turk?”

Moon restrained a shiver. She had always been a little nervous around groups of boisterous, testosterone-laden men, but her fear had intensified over the past three years. The Republic used similar types in their secured facilities—tall, broad-shouldered, grim-faced men, with meaty hands and cruel glints in their eyes. The barely controlled violence in their heavy tread and the impatience with which they paced a room was as intimidating as their bulk. She was a woman, and that accorded her some protection, but she had seen men stumble around the facilities with worse than bruised faces and limps after their own interrogation sessions.

Like the predatory group that was still laughing behind her. She lengthened her stride, eager to reach the sanctuary of her new lab. The less she saw of any of those people, the better.

She entered the lab, prepared to breathe a sigh of relief, only to see she was not alone. Drue Jeen was already there. And also another man. He was tall and stocky, with glossy black skin and dark alert eyes. His hair was cut so short Moon imagined him bald for a moment until she got the chance to look at him a little more closely and saw closely shaved, prickly strands sprouting from his head.

Jeen smiled. “Dr. Thadin, I was about to send out a search party.”

She gestured to the door. “I went for breakfast. In the main canteen.”


He nodded but she saw the concern in his eyes. “If you desire privacy, the officers’ mess is a bit quieter.” He paused, to let the message sink in, then indicated the man next to him. “Allow me to introduce Dr. Hen Savic.”

Moon extended her hand automatically and found it enfolded in a large curl of warmth.

“Are you here to sort out my problem with the Kray, Doctor?” she asked. “The captain assures me he has a solution, but I’m afraid that my time here will be useless without a high-powered simulation machine.”

“It was my understanding the Mark Six was barely keeping up with the complexity of your calculations, Dr. Thadin.” Savic’s voice was low and rumbling, like incipient thunder rolling off faraway hills.

Moon blinked. Yes, that was correct, but how would this strange man know? Was he going to be her assistant? “Are you a computational expert, Dr. Savic?” she asked.

He chortled, giving her a glimpse of blinding white teeth. “Let’s just say I’m a handler of such.”

“Speaking of which,” Jeen interrupted in a low tone. He looked at Savic meaningfully.

“It’s the second day. He’ll be fine,” the taller man replied.

Once more, Moon felt as though the ground was shifting beneath her feet. There was communication going on here that was more than the mere words spoken. She got as far as looking from one man to another, trying to decipher their body language, when she felt a presence behind her. Feeling more than a little edgy, she twirled.

And he smiled at her. The newest arrival to her lab was yet another male, but he wasn’t as tall as Jeen or Savic, topping her by only half a head. His hair was short and a nondescript brown, his skin olive and his eyes grey. His features were relaxed but a little worn, past the first flush of maturity but not yet starting to flirt with the inevitable silver of age. Moon’s initial thought was that he was a few years older than her and attractive, but certainly not as good-looking as the captain.

“You must be Dr. Moon Thadin,” he said, stepping forward. “I’m Turk.”

Savic bustled forward at those words, a vector of sudden energy. “You’re not Turk,” he objected, his voice rife with irritation. Then he raised it, almost bellowing. “Your name is Srin Flerovs.”

“They call me Turk,” he replied, unruffled by the way the darker man paced around him, checking him as though afraid he’d been somehow injured, even lifting his arms to check the side seams on his clothing. But his loose shirt was only slightly creased, and his pants were smooth and flowing. “I quite like it.”

Moon found the entire scene bewildering, but kept quiet. Her senses drank in every movement, every word, hoping to make sense of it all later.

Savic sighed heavily, a mother circling its chick, but was evidently satisfied with his examination. “It doesn’t matter.”

He turned slightly and Moon found herself the focus of three pairs of masculine eyes, all of them expectant. What exactly, she wondered, were they expecting of her?

“Yes, I’m Dr. Thadin,” she said slowly, in answer to Srin Flerovs’s implicit question. Her gaze slid from one man to another, reading the friendly curiosity in one and matching speculation in the other two. What was going on here?

It was Jeen who finally broke the heavy seconds of silence.

“Doctor, you don’t have a Kray because we have something better.” He stretched out his right hand. “The Turk.”


“The…?” Moon’s head snapped to Flerovs again and she frowned. “I don’t think I understand.”

Savic cleared his throat, drawing her attention. “Srin,” he stressed the name slightly, shooting a rebuke at Jeen, “is a very talented individual. He can do calculations faster than a Mark Six Quantaflex. When the Republic decided to build this facility for you, and put Captain Jeen’s ship at your disposal, they also wanted to ensure that you had the best computational machine available at the time.”

Moon still didn’t understand. “And you’re saying the best computational machine available is…a man?”

“Not just any man.” He smiled indulgently. “Srin Flerovs.”

“Hen tells me I’m worth billions,” Srin added. “And my abilities are at your disposal.”

“You’re not, really, a machine,” Moon asked, “are you?” The thought was not as outlandish as it first appeared. If the Republic could fund her own esoteric research into stellar re-ignition, it could also fund cyborg projects, although—she skimmed his figure from head to toe—he seemed too fluid, too human, to be of mechanical origin.

He smiled and it transformed him, putting warmth into his eyes and adding further lines of craggy character to his face. She noticed that he showed a lot of teeth with his smile, as though he didn’t have a care in the world. She felt herself pricked by the needle of envy.

“No,” he said. “I’m just a man.”

A man, they would have her believe, with a brain greater and faster than the fastest Quantaflex ever made. There was no “just” about it.

“What would you like to do now, Doctor?” Jeen asked.

She was as stunned by their complacency as Savic’s revelation. Did they really expect her to begin work next to a walking, talking organic computer—just like that? Did they think that two sentences regarding his abilities were enough for her to trust him implicitly? She searched their faces again, seeing guarded optimism in all their expressions. Maybe they did. She felt like the only sane person in a madhouse.

“Perhaps Mr. Flerovs and I can start with some basics,” she offered noncommittally. She needed some space to think, to test, without inquisitive bystander eyes wanting to dissect every expression that flitted across her face.

Both Jeen and Savic looked at each other, smiling with satisfaction.

“That sounds like a good idea,” Hen Savic said. “We’ll leave you to it then.”

“Call for Dr. Savic at the end of the day,” Jeen said. “He’ll drop by and pick up Tur— Mr. Flerovs.”

Moon nodded and watched them leave, then turned her gaze to Flerovs, who stood, still loose-limbed and relaxed, a couple of metres from her.

“You look like you don’t know what to do with me,” he said.

“I don’t,” she admitted truthfully.

“Hen told me you’re working on stellar-forming. That you’ve been researching the field for years now.”

“That’s right.”

“But more on the re-ignition of dead stars rather than the creation of new ones.”

Moon nodded. “Yes, it’s the re-ignition branch of stellar mechanics.”

“And I’m here to help you. Didn’t you ever have assistants working for you?” he asked with a slight shrug.


“Too distracting,” she said, but her voice was more than a little distracted. She found correlating the image of a super-brain with the well-built but nondescript man in front of her difficult. If she didn’t have direct evidence that the Republic had absolutely no sense of humour, she would have entertained the notion of a hidden camera somewhere, recording her bafflement for the amusement of some unseen audience.

“I had a research partner,” she remarked, more to herself. Kad’s face flashed up in her mind’s eye—his sculpted features, black hair and dark blue eyes. It still hurt to think of that episode in their lab. She turned away and walked to a console, fiddling with the configuration panel. “But not any longer.”

“Well, the Republic obviously thinks you need someone,” Srin remarked. “If it will make you feel better, imagine I’m just the messenger, the liaison, between you and the computer.”

Silence filled the room.

“Do you know the speed of light?” Moon asked suddenly, her eyes still focused on the configuration readouts.

“Yes. It’s 299,792 kilometres per second. I know all the basic figures and equations.”

“What about time dilation equations?”

“Those, too. My initial area of study was physics.”

She checked the structural integrity of the fusion crucible, held deep in the bowels of Engineering in one of its cargo bays, but didn’t acknowledge his statement. “If an object is moving at 150 kilometres per hour,” she asked, naming an abnormally low speed, “what is the time dilation according to Einstein?”

He didn’t hesitate. “One hundred-trillionth of a second.”

She looked at him then and was sure her face mirrored her wonder.

She moved around the console and leant against its back, crossing her arms loosely and resting one ankle over another, regarding him with a slight tilt of her head.

“My ship is exactly one kilometre in length, travelling in normal space at fifty-four percent of the speed of light. I am piloting it. You are standing on an asteroid. As I pass you, an auxiliary engine in the tail, at the exact end-point of the ship, fires—exhibiting a bright flash. Two microseconds later, the sensor array at the frontmost point of my ship short-circuits.”

She paused, looking for any trace of effort on his face. There was none. “What is the space-time interval between these two events?”

His response was immediate. “At that speed, the absolute interval is eight-tenths of a kilometre.”

“And the spatial separation?”

“For you or me?” A smile tugged at one corner of his mouth and she tried not to notice how attractive that one small movement made him.

“Both.”

“Two microseconds, or one kilometre, for you on board the ship, of course. Four point five one microseconds, or one point five seven kilometres, for me as the observer at a given fixed point.”

He was right. Three out of three. Moon sagged against her console and bit her bottom lip. Did the Republic truly realise the potential of what they had before them? Because it was more than his sheer computational ability, as mind-bogglingly fast as that was. It was the interface, the fact that she didn’t even need to set up anything first. Assuming Srin knew the basics of what she wanted to do, it was entirely possible that all she needed to do was have a conversation with him to get the answers she required, without needing to twist everything into a format a mechanical brain recognised.

Hen Savic was wrong to say Srin was worth billions. In truth, he was priceless.

“Do I pass the test?” he asked.


She shook her head slowly and he feigned surprise. “I didn’t?” His crooked grin made the jest obvious.

“No, it’s not that,” she replied. “Of course you did. It’s just…how? When?”

He seemed to know what she was groping for because he approached her and it was only when he was standing directly in front of her that she noticed how broad-shouldered he was. Strange how she hadn’t noticed that before, but it was his face that first caught her attention, his expression of artlessness so out of place on a Republic spaceship that it drew her scrutiny immediately. It was only close up that she noticed his compact build. The sleeves of his shirt reached just below his elbows, exposing cords of muscle along his forearms. The flutter of his shirt occasionally flattened against a plane of his torso, which looked lean and fit. Whoever—whatever—Srin Flerovs was, he obviously worked out a lot.

“I’ve been good at maths for as long as I can remember.”

She grimaced, narrowing her eyes in disbelief. “Good at maths is one thing. But this, Mr. Flerovs—”

“Call me Srin.”

“—is beyond good.”

“But is it enough to work with you?” he asked. “If you tell them you prefer a Kray, they’ll get one for you. Hen told me yesterday how important you and your work are. They’ll get you whatever you want.”

“And what will happen to you?”

He shrugged. “I’ll go back to my own planet, so Hen says.”

So she had the power to decide whether he stayed or left. That was the last thing Moon wanted. She had been responsible, if not for a person then certainly for the work she did with a person. Look how that had turned out. Looking into his eyes, she wondered if there was something in Srin that could snap the same way Kad had snapped, and plunge her once more into a nightmare world of investigation and interrogation. If Srin was everything he seemed, then she had at her disposal one of the most powerful tools in her field. But she had thought the same thing of Kad Minslok, and that episode had ended in disaster.

The silence pooled in the room but it wasn’t uncomfortable. That, too, surprised her. She had never been completely comfortable around other people, but there was something so unthreatening—so disarmingly innocent—about Srin Flerovs that she felt her tension seep away.

Still, despite the feeling of ease, she didn’t want the burden of such a choice. She finally decided to take the coward’s way out by turning and walking away from him, towards the equipment.

“Let’s see how you go today, and then we’ll talk it over.” As if it was somehow a joint decision between them. “After all,” she said, with an attempt at laughter, “you might not like working for me.”

“I’m sure,” he replied, “that won’t be the case.”

There was something deep and seductive in his voice. Moon averted her face so he couldn’t see the creeping blush that sidled up her cheekbones—dull red beneath the glowing brown of her skin.

She distracted him from her discomfort by pointing out the purpose of everything in her lab, launching into a technical rundown of how everything worked, from the use of the library meta-unit for notes on her research so far, to the heavy-water tank that they could use for quantum simulations. The clearboards had been set up in a deliberate pattern. She explained the system—which panels to use or read for initial pointers, and which to move on to when he required more detailed information.


“You’ve explained the equipment,” he said, when she was done briefing him on the array of equipment, “but can you tell me more about your specific research? I’ve been reading a bit about stellar mechanics. But why the emphasis on re-ignition?”

“It’s more efficient,” she replied, with a quick glance at the chrono. Lunch had already come and gone—a discreet soldier appearing with a tray of food, slipping it silently onto the nearby table and then disappearing again. She had forgotten how much fun it was to explain something of her work to someone else, especially when that someone had a purpose other than to sit in judgement of her. And maybe that meant she had gone into too much detail, pulling up the schematics for each and every console and explaining the interaction between systems. But he looked so interested she couldn’t help herself. She found her lips curving more and more into a smile as she completed her initial lecture.

“There are two schools of thought on stellar mechanics. The first pursues the creation of new stars through the aggregation of basic matter. The second concentrates on the re-ignition of dead stars. I feel it’s more efficient to ignite a star with an existing orbiting planetary system already in place.”

“The energy required would be significantly smaller,” he commented.

“Exactly. With a better return on energy investment. It’s also quicker and more predictable, adding to greater cost efficiency.”

“And was that the way you sold it to the Space Academy?”

They were only a step away from each other. Their gazes met and they both grinned.

“An exact quote from my proposal,” Moon agreed, and let a hint of smugness colour her tone.

The moment lengthened. Changed. Suddenly, after years of not noticing anything, Moon noticed too much. She saw a ring of darker grey that surrounded each of his irises, blending into the lighter streaks as they neared the pupils. She saw the material of his loose shirt catch and outline his shoulders, forming small dips and swells where bone met muscle. If she looked down, she knew she would see the fine dark hairs on his forearms and the tougher-looking masculine texture of his skin.

“We should, um, stop,” she finally said, her voice soft and hoarse.

Stop the looking? Stop the searching? Stop the work? She didn’t quite know what she meant.

She swallowed. “We can begin again tomorrow.”

“So you approve?” he asked, his lips twitching toward a smile. “I can work with you?”

As if there had been any doubt. Moon stepped away from him, trying for a bright impersonal voice. “Let’s revisit the working relationship after a week. After all, I probably bored you half to death today. You might want to run back to your world as soon as you can.” She cleared her throat, wondering why that thought gave her pause. “In any case, I didn’t give you much of an opportunity to ask me anything in particular.”

“I do have one important question,” he said. “Would you care to have dinner with me tonight?”








Chapter Three



Moon couldn’t remember the last time she’d been invited to dinner. Her meal with Drue Jeen the previous evening didn’t count. Both of them knew it was a business meeting more than anything else, a way of reassuring the captain that he had nothing more than a harmless scientist on board his ship. The years of detention precluded social engagements. And even the years before that, now that she thought on it, were noticeably barren of celebratory occasions. Her parents—both of whom she adored—were now dead. So, with the exception of a small circle of friends who were scientists like her, Moon concentrated on her work, forging a reputation in the difficult field of stellar mechanics. She was indefatigable in attending conferences all through Republic space, expounding the superiority of her re-ignition theory and dismissing critics who approached her with half-baked rebuttals and outrage at the crushing expense of her work. Maybe that had made her unapproachable, but that was all in the past and immutable.

But now, newly out of a physical and intellectual prison, Moon was being asked to dinner. She felt a flutter deep in her stomach.

Srin’s invitation was completely different to the captain’s. Instead of the cool politeness of Captain Jeen, Srin’s eyes were warm and embracing. Jeen measured each of his words, aware of their individual weight, while Srin was forthright and open, with mischief sometimes colouring his tone.

“Not of course that the man’s apparent guileless sincerity has anything to do with my accepting his invitation,” she muttered to herself as she got ready later that evening.

Nor was it due to the fact that he looked completely non-threatening. She had often been accused of playing it safe and avoiding any hint of danger or controversy. But that wasn’t correct. There were just…other things to concentrate on. Just because she hadn’t gone mountain-climbing with her small group of student friends, or helium-gliding with the occasional faculty member, didn’t mean she was intrinsically timid.

By the same token, agreeing to have dinner with Srin wasn’t because her feminine ego was tickled, or because she had been starved of friendly company these many long months. She was approaching it in the same way Drue Jeen had approached her: as a goodwill gesture to someone she would be working with.

Moon straightened her blouse, running a surprisingly nervous hand down the material, trying to press out nonexistent creases. With a growing sense of anxiety, she realised she didn’t even know where she was supposed to meet Srin. Would he be in the captain’s dining room? Or one of the canteens? She wasn’t sure she liked any of those options, either joining Jeen, kicking him out of his own private dining room, or mixing with hordes of hulking soldiers in a common eating area.

She’d have to make it a point to tell Srin that a proper venue for dinner was important. It wasn’t as though they were on a planet with shops and restaurant alleys conveniently scattered around nearby streets. They were on board a warship headed out into the depths of space, and their choice of venue was limited.

Determination quickened her step. The problem was, she didn’t have much time left. Only fifteen minutes until she was due to meet him. She had to talk to him before he made any definite plans. She was not—

Moon walked down the short corridor outside her cabin, entered her lab and stopped. The table at the far end of the room, the one Jeen told her could be used for working lunches, was set with an ivory tablecloth, its soft folds draped over the tabletop in shadowed lines before cascading onto the floor. On the table itself, she saw two dinner places set along with a trio of covered dishes.


All that was missing, she thought, was soft lighting and soothing background music. Her gaze flew to Srin, who waited patiently by the table. He, too, had changed clothes. He now wore a long, pale shirt that matched his eyes, and a type of sarong that reached the top of his feet. She thought it was an impractical garment on a ship that could lose its artificial gravity in an altercation with an asteroid, but it looked right on him. Otherworldly. As if he was somehow above the petty problems that plagued other mortals.

He smiled, an apologetic upturn of his lips. “I hope you don’t mind but I asked Hen for advice in organising our dinner. He suggested we could have our meal here.”

“No,” she said slowly, approaching the table. “I don’t mind at all.”

“The tablecloth’s a bit big. It seems they only use them for large diplomatic receptions and they usually cover the long buffet tables.”

“It looks fine.” And it did—subtle, pliant and glowing.

“Please.” He indicated the chair opposite. “Have a seat.”

Moon sat while Srin told her about the dishes the kitchen delivered. She watched his face as he talked, fascinated by the animation that lit his features, and wondered what it would take to look like that herself. She felt so cold and empty in comparison. What was his secret? Did he have esoteric spiritual beliefs that somehow sustained him? Or perhaps there was a large and loving family still waiting on his world? Was he married? Moon’s fingers tightened momentarily on the cutlery she was holding. She hoped not.

They began to eat.

Srin said little about himself, instead using anecdotes from his early life as springboards to ask Moon about hers. To her surprise, she found herself telling him about growing up in the centre of the Republic, with two very creative parents—both of them scientists, although in different fields. They discussed the possible effect of genetics on career choices, and Srin related some amusing and barely legal tales from his wild years as a teenager.

“I’ve always wanted eyes like yours,” he said suddenly, near the end of their meal.

Moon was startled. She had always considered herself average. Average brown skin, average brown eyes. Maybe there was some pleasing arrangement to the way her generous bow-shaped lips sat, composed and full, beneath a straight nose and pair of large eyes, but she was convinced absolute beauty eluded her. All she had of any worth was her intellect.

She tried shrugging off the compliment. “They’re just brown,” she said.

“They’re warm,” he countered, using a term she thought more appropriate to him than her. “Like a blanket. Mine are too bland, too colourless. I think it makes people uncomfortable.”

“Is that why you decided to have our dinner here?” she asked softly.

“Am I that obvious?” He flashed her a grin and she saw it again, the expression that transformed him from lifeworn into someone devilishly handsome and knowing. In an instant he changed from harmless to a little dangerous. Moon knew she had to be on her guard.

“I think they give me a nickname, call me Turk, because they feel I threaten them.”

That was the perfect introduction to a question that had plagued her for a day. “Why do they call you Turk? Do you come from Turk III? Or a nearby system?” That was the only thing she could think of, although the name of his world didn’t really gel with the ribald laughter that surrounded him the day before, when she’d hurried past the group of jesting soldiers.

“It has nothing to do with geography,” he chuckled. “Hen dug out the ancient reference for me. They call me Turk as a shortcut. The full name is ‘The Mechanical Turk.’ Do you know what that is?”


Moon shook her head.

“It describes a large machine, purportedly the most powerful of its time, that played chess. Advertised as the latest in automation, it beat all the gaming champions. It was only later that the machine was revealed as a large metal box, worked on the inside by a human being.”

So that explained it. Yes, she could see how that name would find him and follow him around, the organic equivalent of an advanced computer.

“Hen doesn’t like it but, once he told me its origins, I felt a little proud to be called ‘Turk.’ What about you?” He sipped a refill of sparkling water from his slender glass. “Do you have any nicknames?”

Did she? Moon thought back. No, even her parents called her by her proper name.

“No,” she said, and wondered why her voice sounded a little sad.

He shrugged. “I think Hen wishes people wouldn’t use it, but he can’t stop them. And I don’t suppose a smart woman like you needs a joke name.”

She reacted to that, lifting her eyebrows at him. “Considering you’re the one who can do spatial displacement equations in your head, what makes you think I’m the smart one?”

“Smart isn’t just the ability to calculate quickly,” he countered. “Shown around this ship once, I could probably tell you how many boots and meters are on each deck. It doesn’t mean I know what to do with that data.”

She could tell he was teasing her by the glint in his eye and she unsuccessfully suppressed a smile. Nobody had ever flirted with her about her intellect before. She was at once flattered and dazed. Despite his innocent looks, Srin Flerovs was obviously a man who didn’t easily let an opportunity slide by him. She felt her pulse quicken at the thought that she was his next “opportunity.”

“And what makes you think I do?” she asked, slipping herself into the game.

“The Republic wouldn’t have commandeered an entire ship if they thought you weren’t worth it.”

“Maybe they’re misguided.”

“Misguided? Maybe. But never stupid.”

“No.” She thought back to Kad and his precipitous flight from the Centre. “You can never call them stupid.” She came back from that far-off memory and pinned him with a firm gaze. “And what about you? If the ability to do four-dimensional maths in your head is not an indication of intelligence, what is?”

“I didn’t say I wasn’t intelligent. Just that I don’t think I’m as smart as you.”

“You’re trying to flatter me,” she accused.

“Absolutely. Is it working?”

Moon had to laugh at that. She couldn’t help herself.

“No wonder you need someone like Dr. Savic around,” she remarked. “I can’t imagine the trouble you’d get into otherwise.”

“That’s strange,” he said, rising to his feet. He extended his hand and she took it, placing her fingers in his open palm, as though they were at a formal reception instead of a deserted science lab. “That’s exactly what Hen says,” he told her.

She stood and met his appreciative gaze, just centimetres away.


Moon felt the breath catch in her throat. Something she thought dormant flared into life, fluttering through her belly. She thought—hoped?—he would kiss her, and tamped down a stab of disappointment when he turned and guided her to the circular porthole against the external wall. Moon knew why there were so few portholes on spaceships. She could talk knowledgeably, but not in too much detail, of the stresses on the window inserts, especially during hyperjumps. She could outline the risk of failure during such jumps and explain the sometimes tragic consequences on ships and passengers. But it wasn’t until Srin’s warm hand guided her to one that she realised how romantic a window to the galaxy really was.

He was content to keep quiet, and she allowed the silence of the room to wash over her, giving rein to less scientific thoughts. When she looked at stars, she usually analysed them in terms of size, composition, age and probable fate. Accompanied by fellow researchers’ talk, she saw the giant globes of gas as little more than spheres of high-pressure thermonuclear explosions, immense puzzles to be decoded and unlocked. But in the current silence, through the thick transparency of the window, all she could think was how beautiful space was, the blackness punctuated by sharp points of faraway light. On a planet, starscapes were removed from the viewer, with slices of atmospheric interference or dancing electrons interfering with the vision. But out here…

She breathed in and let her breath out slowly. Was she really trying to re-ignite one of those radiation-rich interstellar behemoths? And was her confidence in what she was doing a measure of her skill, or was it arrogance?

“I feel so small,” she finally said.

“I was wondering what it would take to bring you down to the level of us humans.”

She turned to look at him sharply.

“Dr. Moon Thadin,” he said, standing so close she could feel the brush of his shirt against hers. “Famous scientist. Groundbreaking researcher. Even Hen’s impressed with your record. And Hen isn’t someone who’s easily impressed.”

“What about you?” Her voice was suddenly hoarse. “Are you impressed?”

“By your mind? How could I not be? By you? Well, let’s just say, Dr. Thadin, you continue to surprise me. And most delightfully.”

He bent his head to kiss her. She was expecting it, but expected their first embrace to be fleeting and soft, a meeting then release. It was only as his kiss deepened that she knew she had underestimated him again.

Srin Flerovs wanted Moon Thadin, and he wasn’t ashamed to show it. With surprisingly strong hands, he pulled her against him. She felt his arousal against her groin and gasped. He used it as an invitation to explore her mouth more thoroughly, running his tongue along the edge of her teeth, and then seeking out her own tongue to tangle with.

She shouldn’t be doing this. She only agreed to have dinner with Srin for professional reasons. What would Drue Jeen say if he happened upon such behaviour? What would Hen Savic say? She was a scientist. A thinker.

A woman.

With a groan, Moon lifted her arms, shaking off Srin’s grip, grasping his head between her fingers.

It had been so long and she didn’t know how much she had missed the feel of someone else’s flesh against hers until Srin’s lips touched her own. His skin was hot against hers, his mouth moist and welcoming, hard where her fingers met bone and her tongue met jaw, soft against the flesh of his cheeks and the answering probe of his own tongue.

She thought she was beyond this, cleansed of any desire, stripped of everything except her brain and her utility and duty to the Republic that had finally released her. But the feel of Srin against her, his chest brushing against her breasts, his thighs, strong and firm against hers, resurrected buried and primal longings.


She heard a moan—was that muffled voice hers?—but didn’t stop. How had she ever thought she could bury such intense feelings? She was no virgin; she knew the pleasure in feeling another’s hands against her skin. How stupid was she to imagine she could forgo such sensual touch for the rest of her life?

Srin’s fingers were skimming her back, dipping down the curve of her back to cup her buttocks, sending dozens of tiny shivers through her body. Her nipples were already hard from his touch.

Moon wanted his deceptive assertiveness, wanted to explore the hardness of a body that she could feel through her own, and surrender to whatever he wanted to do to her. She was sick of thinking. All she had done for the past three years was think. She held intellectual achievement up as the only goal left in her now solitary life. The trembling touch of Srin reminded her that she had needs beyond the merely cognitive, if only she could bear to be reminded of them.

Eventually, he tore himself away, his breathing ragged and uneven. The intensity in his pale eyes not only warmed her but set her on fire.

“I’ve always thought life is too short,” he said in a half whisper. “You’ve got to grab happiness whenever you can.”

“Is that what you’re doing?”

He stepped away, slow and reluctant. “It’s what I’d like to do.”

“With me?”

“With you.”

She hesitated, on the brink of making a choice regarding a question she had never even considered before. The specifics of the equipment surrounding them faded into the background, only their blinking lights visible. Moon imagined herself away from the ship, just the two of them on a planet somewhere, civilised life—for the moment—far behind them. But, was that image alone enough?

“It doesn’t have to be now,” he said into the faltering silence, kissing her forehead. “How long do you think your experiments will take?”

The heat from his breath against her skin made it hard for Moon to concentrate. She closed her eyes to block out the sight of his face, so close to hers, but the scent from his body still teased her senses. “Well, we need to get to the Suzuki Mass. That will probably take six or eight weeks.” She opened her eyes. “Then several weeks for experiments. And then we have to get back.”

“So you’re saying perhaps six months.”

Yes, that sounded about right. Moon nodded.

“A lifetime,” he murmured.

Moon smiled and dropped her head on his chest.

Yes. They had plenty of time. There was no need to rush.

 

The wonder of it was, she didn’t feel the slightest bit guilty.

Moon tripped around the space of her quarters, humming under her breath. After she and Srin parted the previous night, she sat at her private console, reviewing her working equations. Despite the small intimacies she had shared with him—or perhaps because of them?—the numbers and symbols on the screen seemed sharper than normal, her own thinking more acute. It took an effort to lie in bed and close her eyes. She felt as though she had been jolted by electricity, her body alert and humming.

And the sensation didn’t diminish when she woke up the next morning, her vestige of anxiety dissolved on the slumberous night air. What was there to feel guilty about? She was a civilian and so was Srin. And they were both consenting adults. It made her lips quirk to think that there wasn’t a thing anybody could do about the situation. She could, for once, thumb her nose at the all-powerful Republic, knowing both she and Srin were too valuable to remove from the project. Remove? Without them, there was no project!


Of course she wasn’t about to create romantic fantasies out of nothing. Moon always considered herself a practical person. But she was free to explore her dormant sexuality with someone she found attractive. Someone who appealed to both her mind and body. When was the last time she had felt like that?

Washing and dressing quickly, she decided to skip breakfast and opt for an early start on the day. With any luck, Srin would be feeling the same way. Perhaps, between them, they could iron out some small discrepancies in her formulae, then break for an early lunch.

The lab looked the same as it did the previous day. It was only Moon’s imagination that made it seem different. She was much happier about the empty space that should have been occupied by a high-powered computer. Who would have thought the substitute would have been so much more interesting than the original?

Not willing to appear overeager, Moon finally unpacked her data files, transferring her private research logs to the library unit and setting up the daemon to link her findings to the general knowledge base. That process would take at least an hour, she knew. Her notes were extensive.

She set up her major equations on the giant clearboard in the middle of the room and was eyeing each mathematical phrase pensively when she heard a movement behind her. Turning, she saw Srin and Hen Savic enter. She couldn’t stop the wide smile that stretched her lips.

“Srin,” she said, laughter in her tone. “You’re just in time. I want to run some basic computations past you.” She knew she was rushing him, speaking in an enthused staccato, but couldn’t help herself. She was full of energy, and didn’t care if the universe knew it. “I have the feeling I need to modify LeCoeur’s Constant regarding the behaviour of gravity waves in compressed environments. Those are compressed stellar-based fusion environments, of course. We have to start formulating the influence of electromagnetism, radiation and temperature, so we have a lot of work to start today.”

She was looking at him, searching his face for every nuance of expression, trying to send him her own message.

Yes, I’m ready. Yes, let’s explore what we have. Yes.

So she was a little surprised, but not unduly so, by the flicker of incomprehension that flitted across his face.

He might not know about LeCoeur’s Constant, she told herself. Not that it was such an issue. It was easy enough to remedy, especially with someone of his obvious intelligence.

But the puzzlement continued, deepened. She began to feel the first stirrings of unease. It blossomed into full-scale panic at his next words.

“I’m sorry,” he said, in that preternaturally calm voice, “and please excuse my rudeness, but…do I know you?”








Chapter Four



“Do you…?”

There was a pounding in Moon’s head as she gazed in disbelief at Srin, standing there with the same nonchalant attitude she’d seen the previous day. Before their dinner. Before their kiss. Could he really have forgotten what happened? Forgotten her? She felt the blood drain from her face.

What was going on?

Savic walked forward briskly and stood in front of her, blocking her view with his bulk.

“Perhaps I can discuss something with you, Dr. Thadin.” His voice was measured but there was a steely insistence underlying his characteristic rumble.

Moon frowned. “I don’t—”

“I really think it’s necessary,” he cut in.

She looked up and saw the determination on his face. Part of her wanted to stand her ground and bully her way through the confusion she felt. But another part wanted a quick answer as to what was going on. Judging by the fierce and intense expression on his face, Savic was going to be the best way to get it.

But, she told him with her own gaze, she was not going to put up with any prevarication. After the previous evening, both her intellect and her ego deserved better. She nodded—a quick curt movement of her head—and his shoulders relaxed. He turned to Srin, still blocking Moon from view.

“Srin, perhaps you could look over a brief I’ve prepared on the equipment in this lab.” Moon had to admit he hit just the right note in his tone of voice. Friendliness, combined with brisk professionalism.

“What about…?” She could only guess from Srin’s words that he made some kind of movement towards her. Once again, she was being shielded from what was going on. Was it because she was a woman? The thought set her temper simmering.

“I’ll talk to Dr. Thadin now and get everything sorted out. The brief is in the library meta-unit.”

There was a charged silence before Srin conceded. “All right.” His face bore an unusually grim expression. Moon knew from his tone that he would be taking the matter up with his “handler” at some point in the future.

At that point Savic put a hand around her upper arm and whisked her out of the lab.

Savic released her just as they cleared the doorway, but said nothing as he strode down the Differential’s corridors. Moon was almost gasping for breath, half running to keep up with his long legged stride, by the time they reached an anonymous door that opened into a small briefing room. Despite taking a gulp to steady her breathing, she didn’t wait for a comment or remark to open the discussion, but launched into it herself.

“What the hell’s going on?” she demanded, as the door shut behind them.

“I apologise, Dr. Thadin. I meant to explain the situation to you over breakfast this morning, but you didn’t appear in any of the canteens, and Srin was eager to begin work himself.”

She narrowed her eyes. “There’s something wrong with him, isn’t there?” Her heart dropped at the words, but she forced herself to say them calmly and dispassionately.

“Only if you describe genius as wrong.” He took a seat and gestured to another low chair on the opposite side of the table. “Please, sit down.”

“I’ll stand, if you don’t mind.” But she did place a hand on the back of the chair in front of her, unsure of whether she was using it as a shield or support.


“Very well.” He looked at the wall, but his gaze was focused far beyond that. Moon was used to that look, an indication that someone was putting his or her thoughts into order. She was content to wait, deliberately clearing her own mind so she wouldn’t jump to any erroneous conclusions.

After a heavy silence, Savic pulled a deep breath into his lungs and let it out on a long exhale.

“Srin is unique,” he said. “The Republic has come across brilliant people before, but none who have been so easy to work with, especially considering their intellectual gifts. We discovered his talent almost twenty years ago and he’s been working for us ever since.”

“His mathematical talent, you mean.”

“Mathematical talent, processing power, perfect photographic memory, combined with unprecedented social skills, empathy. Srin’s got it all.”

Each word stung Moon as if it were physical, the barbs digging into her skin.

“If he has a perfect photographic memory,” she asked quietly, “why can’t he remember me?”

Savic changed position and pursed his lips. “Srin’s home world is Tonia III. He was a scientist himself, and did great work for the Republic while he was there. The Science Directorate, however, decided that he would be more productive if he moved closer to the centres of research within the Republic. When we first relocated Srin to the Science Hub at Tor Prime, he was very cooperative. At that time, we were only up to the Mark Two Quantaflex and, in comparison, his speed at calculating was?” Savic shook his head. “It was phenomenal, unbelievable. However, as we neared the end of the third year, he started getting dissatisfied with the work and the environment in general.”

“You knew him back then?”

“I was a researcher in xeno-neurobiology at the time. I was one of the very first scientists assigned to work with him.” There was a touch of pride in Savic’s voice.

Moon frowned. “So what happened? Did he get bored with what you were trying to do? Did he want to go back to his home-planet of Tonia III?”

“He didn’t understand the enormity of what we were doing.” Savic emphasised each word with a stress of his voice, looking annoyed. “We had projects lined up for years. Research he could have fast-tracked by years, decades, with only the slightest of efforts. We thought we were giving him everything he wanted, including the kind of challenges he would never have encountered in the backwaters of Tonia. But he still wasn’t satisfied. We wanted him to stay, but he wanted to leave. It didn’t matter what I tried,” Savic said, as an aside, “nothing seemed to change his mind. But the Science Directorate made their decision. Considering his importance and abilities, we needed—had to have—him cooperative and loyal to the Republic.”

Moon wondered whether the dawning horror in her mind was mirrored by the expression on her face. The lack of memory, his sense of calm, his unflappability—all of it could be explained by major surgical intervention. She could imagine it only too easily in her imagination, Srin’s muscular body laid out on an operating table, his head clamped, while surgeons manipulated his neurology with laser-scalpels and clamps within a glowing sterile field. Which neural links had they cut to create a compliant Srin? Did they even know what they were doing?

“You operated on him.” Her voice was hoarse with dread.

Savic laughed, a short humourless bark. “How uncouth do you think we are, Doctor? Surgery? Physically invasive techniques? We’re not barbarians.”

Not surgery? She blinked. “I don’t understand.”


“Have you heard of benzodiazepine?”

Moon repeated the word slowly. “Benzodiazepine.” She shook her head. It sounded only vaguely familiar, reminiscent of some of her undergraduate courses in biochemistry.

Pharmaceutical solutions.

Her grip on the chair back tightened.

“It’s a class of very useful drugs. They’re used as—” he waved his right hand in the air, “—tranquilisers, sedatives and muscle relaxants. A variant I was researching also had specific effects in terms of short-term memory loss, while maintaining basic cognitive functions.”

“So he’s on a drug you developed,” she said after a short pause. “A drug that keeps his mind clear while wiping his short-term memory.” She repressed a shiver, only the pale knuckles of her hand against the night dark upholstery of the chair betraying her distaste for what she was hearing and saying.

He nodded, a small congratulatory smile on his face. “Very good, Dr. Thadin. Yes, you’re correct. In fact, Srin even helped me in the final stages of the drug’s development. The memory effects were erratic at first but, through extensive experimentation over the years, I’ve managed to calibrate the dosage so it has an approximate two-day cycle. We’ve found that that’s the most optimum for the kind of work he’s doing. In fact, I was even able to add a cognitive enhancer to the mix, to maximise his abilities during that slice of time. Srin can retain information for two days, operating at peak efficiency for almost the entirety of that period, then almost all of it’s wiped and he begins life anew, as it were. In this way, we can test and double-test hypotheses in a very short amount of time, effectively trying out new scenarios every other day. The researchers who’ve used Srin’s talents have found the arrangement very useful.”

“And how long has he been living this two-day life?” Moon was compelled to ask.

“Eighteen years.”

Eighteen years. She almost buckled at the thought and it was only her death-grip on the chair that kept her upright.

Thousands of days with no memory beyond fleeting forty-eight hour snatches. Moon could barely comprehend what it meant to live such a life. There was no ability to establish long-term relationships, not friendships and certainly not romantic entanglements. There was no sense of one’s progress through life.

Eighteen years. Did he never look in a mirror and wonder why a young man should look the way he did? Srin’s face so obviously belonged to someone older, more mature, past the bravado of youth and more into the calmness of maturity.

She eased her grip, shoving the chair aside and leant forward, resting both hands, fingers outstretched, on the smooth table surface.

“How can he not know something’s wrong?” she asked, her voice vibrating with anger yet quiet, like a leashed jungle cat. “Hasn’t he noticed how he’s aged? How you’ve aged in the past two decades? If he lives the same two days over and over again, how can he not notice the difference between today and eighteen years ago?”

Savic sobered. He looked away, but there were no distractions beyond the bland furniture around them and the featureless panelled wall. When he met her gaze again, Moon could see the reluctant honesty in his eyes.

“I’ve told him that he suffers from a rare, mutated form of progeria—premature ageing. That’s why he looks older than he remembers. As for how I look…I don’t know. He’s never asked.”


“You don’t know,” she repeated, letting contempt creep into her voice. “You’ve been drugging a rational being for almost two decades, using an experimental drug that you developed, and you don’t know why he hasn’t figured out something’s wrong?”

Savic cleared his throat. “There may be some other side-effects I’m unaware of,” he rasped. “An interference with perception of another’s image perhaps. Or a previously unknown disconnect with long-term memories associated with facial recognition.”

She said nothing, letting her gaze burn into his.

“He’s been the only subject under such a drug regime for such an extended period of time,” he finished defensively. “I have no one to compare against.”

Moon was so livid she could hardly talk for a moment. When she did, her voice was icy and shaking with repressed emotion.

“You dare call yourself a scientist. A medical doctor. It’s supposed to be your duty to preserve life, not bend it according to some distorted vision of your own. It disgusts me that you think it’s ethical to treat another human being like this.”

The jibe made him straighten in the chair. With Moon leaning over the table, they were almost face to face.

“I’m also a member of the Republic, Dr. Thadin,” he responded coldly. “I know where my duty lies. And, despite what you may think of me, at least my own loyalty has never been questioned.”

Moon reared back as if she’d been slapped. With one sentence, Savic had turned the tables on her, and he’d done so very effectively. Once more, she was thrown back to the days just after Kad escaped the Phyllis Science Centre—back to the endless sessions of brutal questioning and the ruthless exposure of every facet of her life. Looking into his eyes, Moon knew Savic was privy to every detail of that period in her life.

“We’re both after the same thing, Doctor,” he said, after a pause. His voice was conciliatory, soothing. Moon hated it. “I can understand your womanly sensibilities may reach out and feel compassion for someone like Srin but, in the end, even you have to understand that he is just a tool.”

“One you’ve been assigned to fine tune,” Moon ground out through bloodless lips.

“One I continue to fine tune,” he corrected, but his voice was still kind, injected with a thread of superiority. “Whether you want to believe it or not, we both think alike, doing what’s necessary in order to carve out comfortable lives for ourselves. For me, that means making sure that Srin always performs to the maximum of his abilities. And, for you, that means detonating a successful stellar missile within the next four months. We need each other for both our goals to succeed.”

He gestured to her. “You need Srin. I need success. I am willing to overlook this outburst of emotionalism. After all, I realise you’ve been through a lot in the past few years, but—” he paused, “—I would hate to include any further outbursts of your temper in my regular reports to the Science Directorate.”

He smiled at her as if to a mischievous but repentant child. Moon curled her fingers into two tight fists.

“In that case,” she ground out through gritted teeth, “I thank you for your understanding, Dr. Savic. It won’t happen again.”

Moon walked stiffly out of the room. Initially she headed in the direction of her lab, then she changed her mind and wandered through the ship. Despite the number of people on board, she found the lack of surrounding conversation strange and unsettling. She was relieved when she found a small, enclosed observation deck. Thankfully, it was empty.

She padded silently to the viewport and gazed out into the all-encompassing blackness, letting out a pent-up breath in one huge rush.


So much for her naivety in thinking all was forgiven. She recognised Savic’s words for the veiled threat they were. As much as he was observing and reporting on Srin, it was now obvious that he was directed to do exactly the same thing to her. She wondered if she would ever be free of the crushing and mistrustful scrutiny of the Republic.

Still, as bad as that problem was, it was nothing compared to what they had subjected Srin Flerovs to for almost two decades. Moon didn’t know that much about the specific properties of benzodiazepine, but she was broadly familiar with the class of antidepressant drugs. Her mother had taken some briefly after the sudden death of her father, and she had spoken with the medical doctor about them. While the details of all their side-effects eluded her, she knew that they were highly addictive even when taken for only short periods of time. If a dependence on them could be established after usage of only a few weeks, what happened to a human subjected to such a regime for years?

Beyond the clinical issues were the consequences for Srin himself. It was highly immoral to subject a person to such a life. It left his younger memories intact—that much was certain from the anecdotes he’d related the night before. But he was forced to relive two days of a subsequent, truncated life over and over again. Moon was surprised he appeared as lucid as he did.

She thought back on Savic’s last words, and a few things clicked in her brain. His comment about her “womanly sensibilities” implied that there were others without such “sensibilities.” Perhaps other scientists who had been loaned Srin for their own research? Moon wondered now whether some of the sudden breakthroughs she had read about in journals over the past fifteen years were due, not to inspiration, but to Srin’s abilities to out-compute any machine that existed in Republic space. She found it hard to believe that fellow scientists, her peers, had made themselves so blind to the torture of one man that they were willing to give up their ethics in return for greater funding and recognition. Was any advance in science worth this price?

But, then again, wasn’t that what she herself was doing? Even without Srin’s presence, wasn’t she using her research, feverishly spending every waking moment poring over esoteric equations, in order to vindicate herself? To prove she was worthy of living in the Republic? When viewed objectively, was there really any difference between the scientists who had used Srin without a word of protest, and herself?

Moon stared blindly at the velvet blackness outside.

What should she do now? An idealist would immediately stop research and refuse to participate in the exploitation of another being, but Moon knew she was not that strong a person. The past three years had been difficult enough. But she had not suffered greatly, compared to some. If she protested now, refused to do further work on her research, the Republic would throw her into detention and discard the key with a careless flick. She knew she would end up in a tighter security prison, maybe even on the notorious prison planet of Bliss itself. All her work, all her lofty goals of bringing dead stars back to life, would be wasted. And the potential for providing new, sun-kissed planets to millions of people would be destroyed.

“This is not my fight,” she murmured to herself, resting her forehead against the cold transparent pane.

She had already suffered once for something that was not of her making and had tasted the muted wrath of the Republic. She wouldn’t—she couldn’t—put herself in that situation again. Even if that meant abandoning a man who didn’t have any power left to defend himself.

Her soul would pay for this. Moon knew that. But at least her body and her reputation wouldn’t.








Chapter Five



How his head hurt. There didn’t seem to be a time when it didn’t. The dull throbbing was an intrinsic part of his existence and usually he was able to ignore it, to function with its uncomfortable rhythm pounding in the background, but this morning it seemed worse than usual.

Srin opened his eyes and flicked a gaze at the chrono on the opposite wall of his cabin. Ten minutes past three in the morning, ship time.

Hen told him yesterday that they were aboard a Republic ship called the Differential. He hadn’t heard of the ship before, but something nagged at the back of his head, telling him he should have. With a groan, he sat up, knowing it was useless trying to get to sleep when errant thoughts prodded him.

Should.

Should know.

He shook his head slowly. Trying to capture memories was like reaching into a thick fog, the white mist hiding recollection besides delivering hidden pinpricks of agony whenever he tried to grope towards anything meaningful. Exercising his mind in intellectual questions was much more relaxing. In comparison to his groping for memory, the thinking required was clean and soothing. But he felt like such a coward, preferring the cool satisfaction of a brain puzzle to the suffocating weight and pain of his memories.

Rising to his feet, he walked to the small bathroom and splashed water on his face. The recessed lighting slowly brightened to a comfortable level for his eyes as it registered his form. He stood motionless, hands clenched against the basin’s smooth curve, staring down at the drops that fell into the sink, watching them as they streaked down the steel, ran silently to ‘the plughole and disappeared into blackness.

He hated what he somehow knew came next. Nine times out of ten, he was able to avoid it, adroitly moving from the sink to towel without a betraying glance. But this morning was not going to be one of those times.

With agony spearing behind his eyes, Srin lifted his head and stared at the reflection in the mirror, crushed anew by what he saw.

What had happened to him?

The face that looked back at him was surreal, a distortion of his reality. Where had those lines, those wrinkles, come from? He relaxed one set of clenched fingers, lifting them and running them across his cheek, feeling the difference in texture, the decrease in youthful elasticity, as he rubbed against his skin, creasing it. His fingertips moved upwards, tracing the lines that feathered from his eyes, skimming his wiry eyebrows and following the creases in his forehead.

This was not the face he remembered from only three days ago. That face was unlined, supple, energetic. That face was bright and hopeful.

This face—

This face was beaten down, twisted by hurt, the eyes wary and guarded. He knew he should ask Hen about it, about what happened to him, but something stopped him. And he got the feeling that something always stopped him. There was unease when he thought of his therapist friend, as if, like him, Hen Savic was hiding something deep and terrible.

Srin frowned. He automatically reached for a towel and dried his face and hands.

He looked older, so much older. Maybe even fifteen years past his last remembrance. Was that assumption true or false? He threw the towel back onto the countertop.

Let’s say it’s true.


He walked back to the bedroom and sat on the edge of the mattress and the cabin plunged into darkness again. What could have happened in fifteen years? Did he marry Yalona, as they planned? Did they have children? What had happened to his proposal to the Republic Science Directorate? Did they give him the extra funding required? Why was he on this ship?

It was only the last question he could answer easily. Hen told him he was helping with an experiment in stellar-forming. But, was he really on a ship? Srin stilled his breathing. The ever-present hum of running machinery, the slight vibration beneath his bare feet, the configuration of his cabin with its curved section of hull wall, seemed to indicate that this was correct. There was nothing to be gained by lying to him about that. But he got the distinct feeling he was being lied to about something.

That thought was as comfortable as an old glove. He knew that Hen and the people who surrounded him were lying. He had always known they were lying.

“How?” he whispered harshly. How could he know he was constantly being lied to when he didn’t even know what happened to the woman who was to be his wife? He knew Hen would give him an answer if he asked. But would the answer be correct?

Srin almost doubled over, resting his head against two clenched fists, squeezing his eyes shut until he saw flashes of red light bursting in his mind, his hands pushing against the hard bone of his forehead.

This was so familiar. He knew he had been here before. Maybe not on the Differential, but certainly in this same pose, thinking the same thoughts. If so, there must have been something he had done about it, some way to reassure himself that he wasn’t losing his mind. Had that thought occurred to him before as well?

With a renewed sense of purpose, Srin got to his feet and started silently searching his room. His computer was functional, but useless, containing only basic information on the Differential. Being read-only, there was no way he was able to modify its information. There were no pads or notebooks, not even an errant cushion that could be stained in a particular way. Srin knew Hen was somehow responsible for this and grimaced. No, he must have thought of a way around this, around the scrutiny of his handler. He wasn’t an idiot! He requested some lighting and sighted down the shelves in his quarters, but saw no revealing variations in furniture texture. Maybe that was too obvious. He turned his attention to the wall panelling.

The only memories that were crystal clear to him were ones from almost two decades ago. And yesterday. Why? Trying to capture intervening images and emotions made the throbbing in his head worse, but Srin gritted his teeth and tried, even as his fingers explored every rare nook and cranny of his smooth-walled cell. There were ghostly images of other people, a slowly ageing Hen Savic and the insides of more laboratories than Srin thought he could ever have seen in his life. And then, nothing. Nothing more. Just tantalising glimpses showing him that there had been events, actions in past years, just none that he could clearly recall.

What was going on? What had they done to him?

His fingers trembled. Was this uncomfortable realisation that he was alone, in a conspiracy he couldn’t even begin to fathom, the first time he had such a thought? Or the six hundredth? There were so many images of different places—indistinct, fading to transparency the moment he tried to capture one—that at least he knew he was moved around a lot. They didn’t want him making friends, forming attachments, except to people like Hen. Why? If he couldn’t remember more than a handful of recent days at a time, why would they worry about friendships?

Why couldn’t he remember?


Driven to desperation, Srin crawled back to the bathroom. Turning his head away to heighten his sense of touch, he ran his fingers up and down each visible panel, using the sensitive tips to find any unevenness, any clue that he had been through this cycle of thought and action before.

He was working his way towards the far wall when he finally found it. His hand stilled for a moment then, in a rush, he was diving under the basin, peering up at the small section of underpanel that had something scratched on it. But—dammit to hell!—he couldn’t see anything. The overhead illumination, housed well above head height, couldn’t brighten the area near the floor and a nervous search of his cabin confirmed that there were no portable sources of light.

He stalked back to the bathroom and lay on the floor. If he had scratched that message, he must have known it was a place that would remain in mysterious darkness. So, assuming it was him who had made those scratches, it would be coded against unfriendly discovery, yet in a way that was easy to decipher or, better yet, appear innocent. Slowly, with his eyes closed again, Srin let the tip of his index finger trace the angular scratches. It was text. He mouthed out the letters as he completed each one.

R-E-V-A-I-I.

That was all. Just six letters. Srin traced the letters again, then skimmed the rest of the panel. There was nothing else.

With a groan, he got to his feet. Surely it hadn’t been that difficult before to get up? He walked back to his bed, stretching his back as he did so.

Revaii.

A name? A place? And was it standard Ingel or some other language?

“Revaii.” He said it out loud, hoping the sound of it in his ears would spark inspiration. “Revaii. Revaii. Rev…Re…Rrr… Shit!” His expletive was soft but heartfelt. “Reva….”

He stopped and his head jerked up. “Reva. Reva II.”

Reva II.

That was one name he knew. It was where he had been planning to take Yalona for a holiday. He remembered a funding proposal he had before the Science Directorate. Last month. Or fifteen years ago. He was so confident of the outcome and was determined to take Yalona away on a much-deserved holiday once it had been approved. To Reva II.

It wasn’t the flashiest of tourist destinations but, then, neither was it the most expensive. But with its lesser crowds, beautiful weather and greater affordability, it was the perfect choice for a young researcher on the up-and-up and his beautiful soon-to-be-bonded partner.

But why would he have scratched a holiday destination into the panel under the bathroom sink? Was that where Yalona was? Without any other concrete evidence, Srin couldn’t accept that as fact. If he knew Yalona was there, he would have added some other identifying information. Even a scribbled “Y” would have been enough. But there was nothing. No, “Reva II” must mean something else.

He thought about the attractions of the planet. There were mountains to hike up and slide down, beaches to walk and dive from. And fantastic surfing waves formed by the influence of Reva’s other claim to fame, its terraformed moon. It was the only such satellite in Republic space.

Terraformed moon. Moon.

Dr. Moon Thadin.

His eyes narrowed.


He hadn’t thought about the good doctor for the past hour, but that was more through accident than design. She was one of the few people he could picture clearly in his mind’s eye. They were almost of the same height, which he liked. Her features exuded warmth. Her skin was soft and soothing, her eyes dark and embracing, and her hair—scraped back in the no-nonsense bun she seemed to like—was night-black and shiny. It was only the expression on her face that chilled, turning generous lips into a censorious line, and the chocolate-brown of her eyes into hard stone.

Yet, he could see that there was something bubbling under that cold surface, something in Dr. Thadin that made her worth remembering, worth pursuing. He tried putting his physical awareness of her to one side, but it was difficult. Her figure was broader-hipped than Yalona’s, but the unconscious sway of her body as she walked beckoned to him. He hadn’t felt like this since—since Yalona. And felt a pang of betrayal even as he recollected the stellar physicist’s sultry features. Using his rising guilt as a lever, he steered his mind to more rational avenues.

Rather than concentrating on her physical attributes, or the hint of fire hidden in her eyes, Srin tried to analyse the physicist in a more dispassionate fashion. Finally, he nodded. Yes, he could see why he might identify Moon Thadin as the weak link. No matter how she tried to hide it, he knew there was vulnerability behind the otherwise impervious slate of her gaze. And he wasn’t so blind that he hadn’t noticed the guarded fear on her face whenever she looked at Hen Savic. She kept the expression well camouflaged when talking with his therapist/minder, but couldn’t suppress her distaste when his back was turned. Interestingly enough, her look at Hen was invariably followed by a quick furtive dart over to him, wherever he happened to be in the lab.

Yes, Dr. Thadin definitely knew more than mere stellar-forming. She knew something about him that even he didn’t know about himself. Just that one thought was enough to make Srin angry, feeding the violation he felt at being the ignorant pawn in a game he couldn’t begin to comprehend.

But Moon Thadin comprehended it. And he was determined to get an answer to the puzzle of his life. If only he could remember how to do it.

 

“How’s the research going?”

Moon smiled and sipped at her drink. Since her altercation with Savic, her dinners with the captain of the Differential had become a semi-regular event. She knew it was a way of running from a problem, but she couldn’t help herself. Drue’s conversation didn’t send her thoughts into tumult the way Savic’s barbed comments did. And unlike the grey depths of Srin’s intense gaze, the captain’s looks were appreciative. But Moon thought they appeared that way because he thought that was how he was meant to behave, rather than because there was any depth of feeling behind them. In a way, the time she spent with Drue was a lot like the time she spent with Kad. Both were attractive men, but there were other things on their mind than her. For Kad, it was research. For Drue, it was her experiment. She was almost at the periphery of their focus, and happy to remain so.

“Things seem to be going well,” she said, after a breath.

The remains of their meal was scattered on the table before them. They often used the snatches of silence while eating to briefly catch up on news. Moon was too busy in her lab to link in with the normal nets, and her dinner partner seemed to enjoy relating the latest items to her, and adding his comments. He was, she found out, a perceptive observer of life in the Republic.

His eyebrows rose. “Just, ‘well?’”


She grinned at his deadpan comment. “What do you want me to say, Drue?” They had moved from “Doctor” and “Captain” to “Moon” and “Drue” two dinners ago. The old Moon may have clung to her reserve and still kept the relationship formal, despite Drue’s invitation to use his given name. But the new Moon was a woman who realised that her studied ignorance of the people who surrounded her had indirectly led to three years of incarceration. She was determined not to be so aloof. Getting to know people better, to accept them at a more intimate level, was the first step towards this, although she wondered if she would ever take the second and actually start trusting again.

“That success is assured, would be a good start.”

“All right.” She tilted her head at him. “Success is assured.”

“You’re just saying that.”

His words were light but even Moon could see to his underlying tension. Her expression sobered.

“If it wasn’t for Srin’s help, I couldn’t have got as far along in my work. I would have needed another month at least, just to get to this point.”

“Is he that good?” Was there a thread of jealousy in his voice? No, she must be mistaken. Or maybe it was professional jealousy, from one competent man to another, both of them superbly equipped for their work. Except one of those men was also mentally crippled.

“Yes, he’s that good.” She hesitated. “You know what they’ve done to him, don’t you?”

It was the first time she broached the subject of Srin’s drugging with the Differential’s captain, and she was a little afraid that he would be offended by her remark and stop their dinners. So she had held her tongue, but felt she couldn’t do so any longer.

Drue looked at her evenly. “Don’t you mean what we’ve done to him?”

“We?” She frowned. How could he accuse her of complicity in such a crime when she hadn’t even met Srin before? Hadn’t even imagined that someone like him existed?

“You’re part of the Republic, aren’t you, Moon?”

“Yes, but—”

“And, with the exception of your detention, weren’t you a happy member of the Republic?”

“Yes. I suppose.”

“Did you ever wonder about people like Srin? Or the shapeshifters we seem so bent on eradicating? Or the humans we leave on Bliss?”

“I….” She paused. Of course she had been deathly afraid that the Republic might send her to the notorious prison planet—a place full of hardened criminals and shapeshifters. The one place in the galaxy that no living being ever left. But she hadn’t thought beyond that, to what a lifelong incarceration on Bliss meant to its inhabitants. Or why a Space Fleet captain, of all people, should care? She searched his features but saw nothing beyond polite enquiry. If Drue Jeen had any skeletons in his closet, they weren’t about to make an appearance at this meal.

“As a scientist, I subscribe to a number of nets,” she began, conversationally. “Even when I was finally moved to the halfway house, I used to use whatever spare time I was given to catch up on what was happening in the science world, and what projects the Directorate was funding. And, every year, I’d get surprised. Not by the projects, but the breakthroughs. It would seem that an avenue of research was stagnant, and then it would suddenly get going again. The way mine has after Srin started working with me.”

“You hadn’t heard about him before this?”


She shook her head. “No, not a clue.” She paused. “I suppose what I’m trying to say, Drue, is that I understand what you’re trying to say, but we don’t have very much free will in any of this. Let’s take Srin as an example. I hate what’s being done to him, but what are the alternatives? Stop working? That hurts you as well as me.”

Moon didn’t need to see the grimace on Drue’s face to know that he had been following similar lines of thought.

“If neither of us has an answer, Moon,” he asked, “why mention Turk in the first place?”

Now that was a good question. There were certainly smarter things to discuss than a man who had been drugged for two decades and the minder who dogged his steps.

“Maybe it’s because I needed to know that it’s not bad to feel revulsion for what’s been done to him.” It hadn’t always been so, but the past year in particular had not been a comfortable time for her. She felt unbalanced, out of phase, as if she was seeing things through a different lens than the rest of the galaxy. As if everyone else could see some logic to actions that she considered distasteful. “Hen Savic seems to have things all sorted out in his mind.”

“Hen Savic has had twenty years to get used to the idea,” Drue countered soberly. He took a swallow of his wine. “You realise that our current topic of discussion could be considered grounds for treason?”

“Discussing Savic and Srin, you mean?”

“Savic. Bliss. Shapeshifters. Sympathy.” He shrugged.

Moon looked around the captain’s cosy dining room. “Does that mean we stand trial tomorrow?” She felt tired rather than alarmed. “I can’t say I’m surprised. I always thought these ships were extensively monitored.”

“Do you think there are hidden video and audio devices on the ship?”

She nodded.

“No need,” he told her with a tight smile. “We all police each other. A little over one hundred people on board an airtight vessel, each watching what the other one does. Who needs electronics?”

The wine in Moon’s glass was gone, but she drank from her water tumbler gratefully, using the time to give herself courage to ask the next, inevitable, question.

“Drue…” She paused. “You don’t seem the type.”

“The type for what?”

She waved a hand, taking in the room and everything beyond it. “This. The ship. I never thought Space Fleet captains were so philosophical.” She pinned a slight smile on her face. “What is someone like you doing here? It doesn’t look like you approve of much of what the Republic is doing, yet you’re in their Space Fleet, captain of one of the largest ships in the galaxy. Doesn’t that seem a little, strange, to you?”

“Where would I go?” he answered. “Beyond the Republic is a mass of warring factions whose size of territory differs with each war won and lost. They all have different languages, different technologies, different physiologies. At least within the Republic, I know I’ll mostly be amongst humans. We hold the balance of power in this part of the galaxy.”

His words were at odds with the thoughtful man she had shared many a meal with.

“And is that so important to you?”

“Yes,” he answered simply. “I may not like a lot of what the Republic does, but I like being a starship captain. It’s what I always wanted to be, ever since I was a child. Besides, after such specialised training, what else could I do?”

“So we’re all doomed.” There was a trace of a question in her statement.


He shrugged, unmoved. “Some more than others, certainly. I don’t know that there’s any hope for your friend, the Turk. As for you and I, well, if this experiment of yours succeeds, there’ll be enough glory to spread around. For you, I’m sure the Republic has the kinds of rewards appropriate for an eminent scientist. And, for me, a promotion. Maybe even a new ship.”

There was something else there, in the back of his eyes, but Moon was caught by another thought.

“For Hen Savic.” She added, “If I succeed, he gets even more pride and a continued sense of justification.” She didn’t like that idea, that someone like Savic would not only follow in the wake of her own reputation, but thrive by exploiting the abilities of a man he himself had crippled.

“There’s nothing we can do about that, Moon.”

The tragedy of it all was that Drue was right.








Chapter Six



It was almost two weeks since Moon’s altercation with Savic, and the ship was locked down. The Differential had left the rendezvous system nine days ago and was already on its way to the Suzuki Mass. The Mass contained a dead star that just might live again, if her theories were correct. After double-checking the ship’s integrity and confirming supplies and orders for the journey ahead, the ship arced out of its outer orbit and then, with one last sigh, shot itself into another dimension.

With that last action, Moon felt well and truly alone. Besides her lab, there were few places on the Differential where she felt at peace. The canteens were either barren and lonely, or full and loud. She could, by now, not only state the number of panels in her quarters, but also identify the position of each by their subtle differences. The corridors were wide but often populated with grim-faced men that Moon had no desire to brush past, much less enter into conversation with.

The only other refuge she had—the small observation room she’d stumbled upon after that fateful meeting with Srin’s keeper—was denied to her, its transparent viewports shuttered. An identical thick metal plate also sealed the single port in her lab. More than the medium-security facility where she had been held, Moon felt like she was in a smooth, impermeable cage, unable to draw a clean breath or even envisage a way out. The only way she could keep her mind from baulking at the confinement, to keep herself distracted, was to spend most of her spare time working.

But there were moments of introspection she could not avoid. Like now, late afternoon ship time, when she had called a rare but well-deserved day off and Srin was away doing whatever he did in his spare time when he wasn’t helping her or flirting with her.

After her altercation with Savic, and her own cowardly musings, Moon made it a point to avoid any personal conversations with Srin, but the consequence of her decision was more painful than she could have imagined. Every two days he would greet her with friendly curiosity that soon segued into charming banter and, nine times out of ten, an invitation to dinner. Moon’s initial response was to get increasingly brusque with each rejection, until she realised that he had no idea he had already played this particular game several times over. It wasn’t his fault, yet she was punishing him for it. It made her feel terrible. The sooner she was through with her mission and divorced of him and his disturbing proximity, the better.

At the same time she dreaded the ship’s approach to the Suzuki Mass. What if she was wrong? What if all her research came to nothing? What if there was some basic flaw in her reasoning that she couldn’t see? Would the Republic accuse her of sabotage?

On the other hand, what if she was successful beyond her wildest imaginings? What if she could prove that she held the science to life, the secret to unlock and lay bare the field of stellar mechanics? That, too, held its own small terrors. She had fantasies of becoming the darling of the Science Directorate, of having teams of researchers working under her supervision. But during the meals she had with Drue, he had somehow intimated that success had its own problems, and that tempered her own enthusiasm.

He had also hinted at the potential for misuse of such a powerful technology. But he never actually discussed it. Still, his subtle remarks were enough to kick start Moon’s already hair-trigger paranoia, amplified by the otherwise crushing schedule she kept.

Surely the Republic saw that the benefits of successful stellar re-ignition greatly outweighed any other application? The Republic could be known throughout the galaxy as a midwife to life, rather than a harbinger of death. It could talk firmly about its more noble goals, rather than have its critics mutter darkly behind its back about shapeshifters, genocide and the hellhole planet of Bliss.


But her reasoning was not as comforting as she expected. Moon got to her feet abruptly, tamping down a feeling of claustrophobia and walking over to the display panel on the wall of her cabin. With impatient fingers, she toggled through the usual variety of images, but none of them included a real-time view of what was outside. That was because they were now traversing hyperspace, that nebulous dimension outside normal space that folded distance and cut travel time into a fraction of what it would have been in normal space. Looking directly upon the chaotic nonsense of hyperspace had been known to send humans into madness.

But that wasn’t the only danger. Although the Space Fleet vessels were the most technologically advanced in Republic space, there was still a slight chance the Differential could be damaged or disappear while entering or leaving hyperspace. That’s why the preparations for travel were so long and careful. That’s why it had taken so long to start the journey, lulling Moon into a shallow feeling of security.

Although the Republic used hyperspace extensively to oversee its vastness, its scientists still didn’t fully understand it. There were folds that could take a ship precisely from Point A to Point B almost instantaneously, while others provided exits light-years away from the desired destinations. While hyperspace could be entered anywhere, it appeared that the exits were at more or less predetermined points, like hitting and following a crease in an extra-dimensional coverlet.

As the Republic expanded from its human origins on the planet of Sol III, a rising number of explorers eagerly threw themselves and their primitive ships into the abyss to map the exits. They were more than willing to risk everything for riches. Where they successfully found an inhabited or compatible planet, soldiers followed, to either invade or colonise their discovery. In this way, like a game of random hopscotch, a significant fraction of the galaxy was subdued and placed under Republic rule. So it had been for the past three centuries.

The Suzuki Mass was near the edge of a Republic boundary. It took several hyperjumps to get there. There were a few systems near the end of the journey, but they were backward places, neglected by the Republic due to their isolation and lack of strategic importance. Beyond the Mass was the vacuum of the Fodox Stellar Barrens, an interstellar desert nobody had yet traversed in its entirety. For the first real-space experiment in stellar re-ignition, the Republic had chosen one of the least conspicuous sectors of the galaxy, where there were few inhabitants and no viable creases.

Moon could figure out some of the reasons for their choice of destination, but not all of it. She understood that the Republic might want some privacy while she tinkered with experimental stellar mechanics. But she wanted a bigger audience, a cadre of peers to analyse and offer criticism of her results. What she was trying to do had ramifications throughout the known galaxy and she was frustrated by the obviously high level of secrecy surrounding her experiments. Another nebula could have been chosen, one closer to the usual transport routes but, instead, the far-flung Mass was the cloud of choice.

And it was a barely eligible phenomenon at that. As Moon had told Srin, her type of stellar mechanics research involved re-ignition rather than stellar creation, and the Suzuki Mass was mostly composed of space dust, which made it a more likely candidate for accretion. But, near its core, it contained a small group of dead stars—an ancient Pleiades—and that was the Differential’s ultimate, disappointing, destination.


Stuck in the middle of space with few moments to herself, reconstructing the effort of years in a few short weeks and nursing a dose of self-pity, there seemed no place to which she could turn. And nobody she could turn to. So she spent every spare moment concentrating on her work, pushing away thoughts of the life she used to lead and the woman she used to be. The problem was, it didn’t really work. Not for long.

Three years ago, she had never guessed to ever be in the desperate situation that Kad had described in his calm, unhurried voice. Moving away from the panel after switching it off, she paced her cabin aimlessly, remembering words she may have been better off not recalling at all.

If you ever get to that stage, Moon, when you feel like the only choice left is to either jump off a cliff or be lasered, give me a call.

Never, not when she was first detained, not when her friends began dropping away from her with depressing speed, did she betray those last words Kad had gifted her. Not that she thought it meant anything, really.

But now, speeding her way to the Mass and possible notoriety she was finally beginning to understand the motivations that had driven Kad. Having come so close to permanent detention herself, she could appreciate his dangerous and principled stand, even if it was against the very body that had fed him, nurtured him and funded his ambition and research.

Give me a call.

Her mind skipped over the past three years, from start to end. Eventually, the Republic had grudgingly accepted what she told them. She had no idea Kad was a terrorist and she didn’t know where he had gone. In fact, she was still in awe that he even managed to escape the Phyllis Centre, with the trained wolves of the Security Force baying at his heels.

But just because she told them the truth about her ignorance of her research partner’s plans, that didn’t mean she was ignorant of a way open to contact him. In all honesty, she hadn’t even known about it herself until she was released, a little more than ten months ago, to restart her aborted research under their strict supervision.

Alone now in her cabin, reassured by Drue’s words that she was not being monitored, Moon walked to a cupboard, pulled out her satchel and rifled through its depths. Finally, after long frustrating minutes, her fingers closed on a small sliver of something. Silently, she drew it out, sat at the cabin’s small desk and laid it on the table in front of her.

It was a small badge or token of some sort, square in shape and slightly convex on both sides. She looked at it for a moment, then picked it up again, holding it delicately between the thumb and forefinger of her left hand and giving it a careless flick with her right fingernail. The token spun a couple times then stopped, caught by the friction of her fingers.

The Security Force soldiers had overlooked the small item each of the several times they rampaged through her lab, turning its contents upside down. Confronted by the secured carnage that kept her working area a frozen time capsule for years, Moon herself had been tempted to just throw everything out and begin again. Even silent, cold and untouched, her equipment and infobanks still seemed to retain some of the brutal stench of her interrogators.

It was the scientist in her—and the memory of a miserly, money-grubbing young researcher at the start of her postgraduate studies—who had stopped her from discarding everything wholesale, forcing her to spend weeks sifting through the detritus for anything she could salvage. She ploughed her way through discarded side-panels from equipment that remained offline since the day Kad fled, cracked clearboards that crunched underfoot and discarded documents that littered the floor. Methodically, like an archaeologist, she worked her way from one corner of the lab to the other, hesitating only when an out-of-place glint by the upturned legs of one of her worktables caught her attention.


At first she thought the small object was something one of Kad’s undergraduate students had dropped. But she knew the Centre’s cleaning bots were efficient and fastidious. If it had been dropped by a student, chances were it would have been cleaned up during the nightly run before that last day. And, according to the Security Force officers themselves, nobody—besides them—had entered the lab since the day they came to arrest Kad and drag him away.

Could it be Kad’s? It was unlike him to hold on to such a piece of triviality.

She idly held the square object up to the light and squinted. To her surprise, Moon could make out embedded circuitry, faintly visible as a geometric pattern through the red and green surfaces of each side. The straight and angled lines were difficult to distinguish from the hard-gel layers that sandwiched them.

Moon had been tempted to throw the bauble away, discarding it along with the broken pads and clearboards. But the novelty of finding such a colorful item in a place of hard research had stopped her.

And just as well. Although it had taken weeks, Moon divined the token’s purpose. Each side bore abstract-looking patterns of small and large coloured spheres. At first she struggled to see meaning in the pastel shapes that stood out against the primary color backgrounds. Then it came to her: these were molecular symbols. A basic chemistry reference table told her what they represented—the symbol for Potassium on one side, and Calcium Iodide on the other.

Potassium. Calcium Iodide.

It took time to think through to the next step. She remembered her fingers trembling when it finally fell into place.

K CaI2…CaII…Call…Call K.

Call Kad.

And with that thought, the rest of the solution clicked into place. The trinket was a camouflaged comms chip. It was one of several sorts that would function with the ubiquitous public communications terminals found on all Republic worlds. Somehow, despite his double life and the threat of constant exposure, Kad Minslok had found the time and cunning to fashion a way of contacting him. It was a risk. Moon wondered that he had enough confidence in her to leave open a channel of communication and trust her not to betray him to the Republic.

Her fingers closed over the small square in much the same way as it did when she first deciphered the code. She squeezed until the small rounded corners bit into her palm.

Call Kad.

She wondered if the situation would ever arise when she needed to use it.

She hoped not.

 

It was a relief to get back to research, to the point of the Differential’s mission in the first place.

Stellar re-ignition.

Despite the mountain of problems still in the way, Moon was happy to lose herself in the mire of complex equations and multi-dimensioned suppositions, even as she drove herself into collapsing straight into the arms of exhausted oblivion each night.

She threw a quick glance up at Hen Savic’s imposing figure at the other end of the lab. He was obviously sharing a joke with Srin about something because his laughter boomed through the high-ceilinged space. It was morning of the third day. And Moon steeled herself for what to expect, taking a deep breath as she surreptitiously watched the two men.


It was ironic how she had worried about adjusting to the standard Space Fleet twenty-four hour cycle when she was now obsessed with one that lasted two days. One day to get acquainted and begin working together. Another to begin a deeper friendship. One night to destroy it all and send both of them back to the beginning.

She looked down again, blinking a few times and concentrating on inanities to stop herself from watching how Srin moved and talked. Even when he wasn’t looking at her, he captivated her. More so, in fact. When she didn’t hold his attention, she could observe more closely how he acted—the easy smile that often creased his face, the strength and calm of his expression, the graceful way he moved that belied the taut lines of muscle she had felt under her fingers when he kissed her. It pained her to watch him because it was a taunt, akin to telling her that she couldn’t have him because he was a man outside time, unable to even provide the foundation of a relationship on which to build.

I shouldn’t be thinking of this, of him, she told herself. I should be concentrating on work.

Plasma is ionised gas. Plasma is electrically conductive. The centre of a star is high in both temperature and electron density.

“Dr. Thadin.”

When she first heard it, she thought Savic’s voice was like the rumble of thunder over rolling hills. Now, it seemed to ring with hollow hypocrisy.

“I’d like to introduce you to someone you’ll be working with quite closely. His name is Srin Flerovs.”

How could Savic keep his voice so even, time after time? How could he disguise his duplicity so well for two decades? Moon didn’t want to meet Srin’s gaze, to see the friendly curiosity in his eyes, followed closely by a spark of masculine appreciation, but she had no choice.

Slowly she rose to her feet and offered her hand. “Nice to meet you.”

“Dr. Thadin,” he returned, squeezing her hand gently. “Hen tells me you’re working on stellar-forming.”

“Yes.” The word came out weak and wobbly and she cleared her throat. “Specifically, the re-ignition of dead stars.”

He smiled, and his eyes lit up. Moon held herself rigid to stop from wincing.

“Why the emphasis on re-ignition?”

How many times in the past few weeks had she heard that question from those lips?

“It’s more efficient,” she replied tersely, moving to the heavy-water simulation tank, then stopped. It was petty taking out her frustrations on Srin when the person she really disliked was standing next to him. Maybe the quicker she showed she was able to have a constructive dialogue with Srin, the quicker Savic would leave.

She took a deep breath and smiled. “Because I feel it’s more efficient igniting a dead star. That way, you may already have a planetary system in place, with worlds ripe for terraforming or colonisation. If I try to create a new star through aggregation of space dust and energy, it’s still useless without any habitable planets.”

“Only if the goal is to create new planets for people to live on,” Srin commented.

Moon frowned. Why did everyone seem to jump to that one point? Even Drue brought it up. “What other goal could I have?”

It was Srin’s brief look at Hen Savic that told her more than words and sparked her curiosity. This was day one of Srin’s cycle, but the glance at his minder indicated that there was something coursing through Srin’s head that seemed to indicate conclusions quickly reached. Or perhaps a retained memory?


Moon’s eyes widened at the conjecture, but she stifled the brief leap of hope. Even if Srin did remember something now, there was nothing stopping Savic increasing the dose until Srin would be lucky to remember his own name, much less the preceding day. Any hint of rebellious thought on Srin’s part, she knew, would be treated ruthlessly and eradicated.

“No other goal,” he said easily. “I just like thinking.” His expression was candid. “Your project sounds very ambitious, and I’m glad you think I can be of some help. I’m ready to start whenever you are.”

She nodded and moved to one of several large clearboards installed in the lab’s open space, punching up her initial work—saved in the board’s memory rather than in the library meta-unit—in preparation for explaining her equations to Srin. By now, having repeated it several times, Moon was getting more slick and economical with her words. But her mind wasn’t on the task. Instead she was replaying that one furtive look he directed to his handler. Despite the decades of drugging, was it possible that Srin had retained some buried sense of continuity? That he could see beneath Savic’s jocularity to the sinister purpose beneath?

As she had hoped, once Savic saw them hard at work, he silently disappeared. Moon would have missed the slight sag of Srin’s shoulders if she hadn’t been looking at him directly. Was she correct in assuming the movement was a sign of relief? But work intruded before she could think on it again. She and Srin worked through plasma equilibrium equations, gravity wave computations and two simulation exercises, taking the results to the heavy-water tank for verification. It was an intense and long day.

It was Moon’s aim to introduce a super-dense packet of highly fissionable material into the core of the target star, with the hope that it would begin a chain reaction that would then morph into self-sustaining fusion and bring the body once more to life. Sister to the equipment in her lab was an entire gleaming setup in the cargo bay next to the Engineering section. If Moon could get all the maths worked out in the lab, and as much of the basic physics as possible verified in the tank, then she’d get permission to set up her fission packet in the cargo bay and prepare it for delivery.

She didn’t have as much time as she would have liked. The Differential was a handful of weeks from the Suzuki Mass and she had only transferred her equations to the tank twice, failing to get the results she expected both times. Time was running out, which meant a lot of exhausting days still ahead for her and Srin. But if they succeeded…

The process of death to new life—if successful—should not take more than a few days, she thought. In the scale of astronomy, where the lifespan of galaxies was measured in billions of years, it was the stellar equivalent of instant gratification. She always had to grin to herself when she thought of it.

But between her aspirations and a blazing new star capable of sustaining life again were a bewildering number of complications. She badly needed Srin to help her navigate her way through them. It was unbelievable the way she could throw a problem at him—the magnitude of quantum fluctuations, given a certain, sharp degree of thermal change, for example—and have him come back with the answer almost instantaneously. She could see how seductive it was to any theoretical scientist to have such a wonder at their beck and call, a precise and effortless scalpel cutting through to the heart of a problem. By comparison, the latest model Quantaflex was like a stone chisel.

But does that justify what they did to him?


Moon shook off the thought and didn’t get back to it again until they took a welcome break for lunch. She found herself watching him as he ate, aware that she had never taken such interest in someone else’s eating before. His bites of food were quick yet complete, like his glances. She noticed the way his Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed and wondered about the feel of his strong throat against her lips. She imagined its roughened texture against her mouth, warming her with its heat. His strong length of neck disappeared into the high vee of his soft shirt, but Moon couldn’t help but run her gaze over the well-built figure the material concealed but could not completely hide. Regardless of what Savic had done to him, he was obviously keeping up some kind of exercise regime.

Her lips twisted cynically and she hid the expression by chewing on some food. Of course Savic would take an interest in Srin’s general level of fitness. He had to make sure his prime specimen was in tip-top condition, after all. Exercise was probably as much part of Srin’s regime as his regular dose of drugs. Idly, she wondered how the chemical was imparted. Was it breathed in or injected or—she gave the lunch platter a startled look—ingested? Suddenly bereft of her sense of hunger, she dropped the piece of bread she was eating onto her plate. If Savic had been drugging Srin for decades, there was nothing stopping him from doing it to anyone else. In fact, a twisted scientifically minded brain might even consider it a necessary move, in order to set up a comparative study.

Moon pushed herself back from the table in an abrupt movement and rose to her feet, a cold feeling of dread engulfing her. She thought she was done with such feelings, with the frightening sensation of keeping her balance on a slippery ice floe, always afraid of falling and drowning in the frigid embrace of the Security Force. In fact, she could almost feel the ground sway beneath her feet now. Gritting her teeth, she forced her weight downward, her toes clenching inside her boots as if to clutch at the very floor. She was still scared—Savic could easily come up with a way of drugging her, too. But she was damned if she was going to let anyone else see it. Those days, she fervently hoped, were long gone.

“You’re looking very serious.”

Srin’s calm words arrowed through her unpleasant thoughts, and she met his gaze with wide eyes. She had forgotten he was there.

“I’m just…there’s an equation that’s really bothering me,” she finally said, trying to dismiss her thoughts. Unlike Srin, she wasn’t a general-purpose genius. All she knew was one thing—stellar mechanics. All her work boiled down to one objective. She could not be used in the same way as versatile Srin Flerovs. That alone, she thought, ensured her continued protection from a bastard like Savic.

“In that case—” he popped a small shred of food into his mouth and stood up, “—let’s tackle it together. What exactly is bothering you?”

Moon blinked at him. She knew that it wasn’t an equation that was bothering her, but she didn’t want to tell him what was. She tried thinking of something to distract him with, but her uncooperative brain chose that second to shut down completely. It was a complete blank.

Hen Savic also decided to show his face at that moment, angling into the lab, his posture indicating he was equally comfortable either leaving again or staying. Moon didn’t want him staying.

“How are things going here? Did everyone have a good lunch?”

Moon willed her expression not to change, and stopped herself from darting a suspicious glance at the scattered crumbs of their afternoon meal. Was his an innocent enquiry or something more?

“We’re trying to figure out a difficult coefficient, Hen.” Srin’s voice was testy, his back to his analyst. Only his head was half-turned in Savic’s direction. “It’s quite complex. A little privacy would be appreciated.”

Savic stopped walking and straightened. His gaze bored into the back of Srin’s head for a moment. “Of course,” he said evenly.

Moon had expected the tall, dark man to explode or, at the very least, hit back with a rebuke, but he seemed to take the terse rejection in his stride. Maybe this was how Srin always behaved when he was concentrating, and his analyst was used to it. With a quick, tightlipped smile at the room in general, Savic strode away.


Srin pinned Moon again with a warm, grey gaze. “You weren’t thinking about an equation, were you?”

“N-no.”

“Then what were you thinking about? It wasn’t very pleasant. I gathered that from the expression on your face.”

“No, it wasn’t pleasant,” she agreed, matching his calm with a measure of her own.

He searched her eyes, looking for something, she wasn’t sure what. At every turn, he continued to amaze her. His gaze was sharp and penetrating, certainly not the kind of look she was expecting from someone who lived in two-day cycles. She could see a shadow of the young man he used to be—a person of such powerful intellect that the only way the Republic felt it could control it was through systematically destroying the psyche that surrounded it.

She felt that tug of attraction towards Srin pull again at her insides. Perhaps, at the start, there had been pity. And there still was. Moon defied anybody to comprehend what had been done to Srin year after year and not feel even a twinge of compassion. But there was also an unquenchable strength emanating from him, strong and tangible, that she admired and was drawn to.

Her lips parted unconsciously as they gazed into each other’s eyes. Srin’s eyes narrowed in on the plump flesh like a laser on target. She wasn’t sure what he had planned to say next, but had the feeling the words that left his mouth were not what he was originally thinking.

“Would you care to have dinner with me tonight?” he asked.

Despite herself, Moon smiled.








Chapter Seven



The table was set exactly as it was last time—in the same position, the same orientation, the same settings—but the tremor of heightened excitement that ran up Moon’s spine was new. Srin was even dressed in the same long grey shirt and sarong that he wore during their first dinner. She found it all rather touching. Here was someone who showed constancy through his very actions, a transparency free of deceit, thanks to the punishing drug regime he was under.

A regime that, through her own actions, she was tacitly colluding with.

Moon shook her head as she walked towards him. She wouldn’t think of that. Not now.

“Is something not to your liking?” he asked, misinterpreting her gesture.

She smiled. “No, it’s not that at all. I was thinking of…something else. It wasn’t important.”

Oh, but it is.

“Please,” he indicated as she neared, “have a seat.”

Moon eased herself into a chair while he poured two glasses of light wine.

“Captain Jeen was generous enough to liberate a bottle from the officers’ cellar for me,” he explained as he poured. “He seems a nice man.”

“Yes, he does.” Although he’d probably cringe to be described in such bland terms, she thought to herself.

Srin sat down and pinned her again with one of his characteristically intense gazes. “Do you really think so?”

“P-pardon?”

“Do you really think Captain Jeen is a nice man?”

Where had that question come from? Moon looked across the table at Srin, guarded curiosity on her face, but his expression was one of usual calm and she wondered whether he had deliberately cultivated it as a way of hiding his own thoughts.

“I think….” She paused, and the temptation to give a facile response died in her throat. Srin deserved better, especially from her.

“I like Drue,” she finally said. “And while I don’t doubt he’s done some questionable things in his life on his way to being a captain, I get the feeling there’s a core of humanity in him.” She thought back to the first dinner she and the captain had shared, and his surprising sympathy for her internment. In a subsequent meal, they had even shared almost treasonous thoughts on the government that supported them both. But he was definitely a guarded man, careful of everything he said and did, especially in public. Even a powerful captain with the Space Fleet could make a fatal misstep. It was an occupational hazard.

“I suppose you’re right.” Srin nodded at her explanation and they began eating.

“We’re heading out to the Suzuki Mass to attempt an experiment of your theories, aren’t we?” he finally asked.

She had to remember this was Day-One Srin, still assimilating initial information. “Yes.”

“What do you have to do in order to make the experiment work? What I’ve read so far looks very ambitious.”

“It is,” she laughed. “Well, first I need to make sure that my calculations are correct. That’s why we need the heavy-water tank, so I can test and verify some interim work. When I think I have it right, I’ll need to virtually assemble the fission packet in the lab and send the parameters down to the cargo bay. There’s a huge reactor that was installed just before I came on board. That creates a real-world example of my virtual packet.”


She drank some wine. “Once I’ve calibrated and confirmed the reactor settings, the packet’s structure will get structured and finalised. And then—” she paused, “—and then it will be inserted into the heart of the target star.”

The ensuing silence lasted a long second.

“They call it StellMil One, don’t they?” Srin asked, using the official military designation of the re-ignition payload.

“That’s right. StellMil One.” She hated the name. It diminished her intricate work to one blunt military instrument. It was like referring to a scalpel as a weak-field laser.

“What would happen,” he asked, not looking at her, “if the stellar missile was fired into a live star instead of a dead one?”

Moon dropped her cutlery and sat back in her chair, staring at him. Was she on board a ship full of conspiracy theorists?

“Have I upset you?” he asked.

She gave the automatic response at first. “No. I mean, yes.” She took another deep gulp from her glass of wine.

“It hadn’t occurred to you?” he pursued.

She would have been an imbecile if it hadn’t occurred to her. Of course it had occurred to her. She just didn’t want to think about it.

“The purpose of the fission packet,” she started, “is not—”

“I’m asking purely as a hypothetical. Could it destroy a star system?”

Moon’s head moved, reluctantly. “Hypothetically, yes.” Somehow, her imaginings of the dinner didn’t include discussing the lethal applications of her research. Her eyes narrowed. “You’ve done the calculations, haven’t you? Figured out what would happen if a fission packet of that magnitude entered a viable star?” She tried keeping the accusation out of her voice. Failed.

“Yes.”

The food she had consumed was like a lump in her stomach. She had no interest in his calculations. This was outside her line of research. She was being paid to bring stars back to life and refused to think of anything else.

“What did you find?” she heard herself ask.

“The results vary according to the base mass, temperature and magnetic reading of the star. But a sufficiently powered StellMil of the type we’ve been working on leads, in the majority of cases, to a cascading gravitational collapse of the stellar core.”

She didn’t have to ask. She knew the answer even before he spoke it. “A supernova,” she whispered.

“Which, ironically,” he agreed, “could trigger the formation of new stars.” His expression was serene. He could have been discussing the finer points of chess rather than stellar annihilation. She wanted to hate him for what he said, voicing her dark concerns with such ease, but she couldn’t blame him for forcing her to see herself for what she was—a coward.

“Why are you telling me this?” she asked, her voice bitter.

“I need to tell someone. Before I forget.”

“Before?”

Her gaze flew to his, resentment forgotten, to meet a wall of stolid sadness. He knew! He knew what they were doing to him! From one mental tumult to another, her brain raged between anger and confusion—how much did he remember? Would he hate her for working with his captors? Was she part of what he remembered?


“I only know as much as I can deduce,” he told her softly and quickly. “Faint thoughts occur to me. If I concentrate on them, they seem to become stronger with each cycle.”

“You know,” she whispered back, through bloodless lips, still stuck on his initial bombshell revelation. “You know what they’re doing to you.”

His smile was wry. “Don’t you think I’ve noticed my own face in the mirror each morning? How I’ve aged? How Hen has aged? I have faint memories of waking up in dozens of places, speaking to hundreds of people. It can’t all be fantasy.”

She stared at him, dumbstruck. He knew. Savic was wrong. Savic didn’t have him under control as much as he thought.

“How long is the cycle?” he asked abruptly.

She blinked. “Two days.”

“Two days,” he repeated. He was silent for a long moment, then swallowed convulsively. “The bastards.”

“How long have you known?”

She stopped, suddenly mindful of what a stupid question that was. If he recognised the faint recollections as real, he might have known for almost as long as he was drugged.

“It feels like I’ve always known something was amiss.” He took a sip of wine and Moon marvelled at how steady his hand was. The liquid didn’t even tremble in its fragile, carved glass bowl. Maybe he was calm because this wasn’t the first time he’d broached this subject with someone. Maybe he remembered telling someone else.

“Who else have you confided in?” she asked suddenly.

She couldn’t imagine someone in the kind of mental cage he was locked in not reaching out to someone at the first available opportunity. But how could she reconcile that with Savic’s unshakeable confidence in the treatment?

So she was shocked to hear him say, “No one.”

“But how can you know?” She felt like she was kicking a small animal, but it was only her logic sliding into place.

“I…leave messages for myself. They’re coded and hidden, but they tell me things of significance. I’m sure there have been times when I haven’t had a chance to record anything. I get the impression they’ve moved me around a lot. But—” he lifted his hand and rubbed his thumb and forefinger together, as if rubbing against a scrap of fabric, “—there’s a feeling attached to a significant memory. It’s only faint, but it’s there. And that feeling tells me I haven’t told anyone else about my recollections.”

She was the first person in almost twenty years he had confided in? Rather than feeling flattered, Moon felt like the walls of the lab were closing in on her. She drew a panicked breath.

“You’re the first, Moon,” he added, unnecessarily. “Can you help me? Can you stop what they’re doing to me?”

 

It was like Kad all over again.

No. Worse.

With Kad, all Moon had to do was look perplexed, fail to grasp most of what her research partner was saying and then get hit in the face. What Srin was asking for was beyond such trivialities.

Her expression must have mirrored her thoughts because his shoulders fell as he sank back into his chair. Of course he was disappointed, but he couldn’t have been expecting a reaction other than shocked silence, surely?

“The Republic’s just too damned big, isn’t it?” he asked. “Too big and too powerful.”


“No, it’s…” She sighed. She had become so used to toeing the line, saying and doing the correct thing because that was the only clear way she saw to get back to her research. She didn’t need the Republic to watch over every one of her words anymore. She was doing it to herself.

“Yes, that’s it exactly,” she said firmly. “The truth of the matter is, whether you believe me or not, I’m as much a prisoner here as you are.”

“I don’t understand.”

Would she have to repeat all this to him the day after tomorrow? She didn’t care. She had to tell someone. The enforced secrecy of the past few years was eating away at her. But new habits still died hard.

“How secure do you think this lab is?” she asked, worried. She remembered what Drue had told her regarding the lack of need for security on a ship when there were hundreds of pairs of alert and watching eyes about. But she needed a second opinion, even if it was from someone who seemed as unfamiliar with combat ships as she was.

He barked a short laugh. “Realistically? As secure as a shielded data vault.” He spread his arms, encompassing the space. “Think about it. We’re in the heart of Republic authority, surrounded on all sides by either trained military goons or the quasi-vacuum of hyperspace. Believe me, they’re not worried.”

It was said with more pithy language, but was similar to Drue’s assurances. It seemed that, deep in the heart of the Republic machinery, they were safer than in most other places in the galaxy.

“I had a research partner,” she finally said after a long pause. “I didn’t know it, but he was a rebel, someone who actively worked against the Republic. When the Security Force found out about him, they—they assumed I was also working with him, but that I was just too stupid to escape.” Her lips twisted. “So they ‘detained’ me for three years while they investigated every part of my past.”

“But you were innocent.”

His protestation, coming so swiftly after her comments, heartened her. Maybe if she had had someone like that to come back to, after it was over and the door to her old life beckoned, she wouldn’t feel so cold and hollow now. It would have been nice coming home to his reassuring presence, burrowing into his warm arms and just forgetting for a moment. Instead, she had confronted an empty home and a ravaged lab. She had got through the aftermath of her detention because she had to, but how much easier it would have been if there was someone waiting for her who believed in her.

Moon shrugged and a small smile tugged at one edge of her mouth. “Yes, I was innocent, for what it was worth.”

“How long ago were you released?” His voice was gentle.

“I was allowed to return to my lab almost a year ago, but was only formally released from their custody six months ago.”

This time it was Srin’s turn to sit back, mulling over her words. “What happens if this experiment of yours doesn’t work? Do they question you again? Turn your research over to someone else?”

“I don’t know. They might decide to send me back to prison. Nothing’s been stated explicitly but I just get the feeling of a…a threat, hanging over my head.”

She looked into his eyes and knew he understood. She saw the frustration and rising despair in those grey depths, akin to her own. They were two trapped individuals, caught in the Republic’s sticky grasp, unable to move without telegraphing their intentions to their controllers. Hadn’t Moon spent night after night thinking on the injustice of the situation, wondering if there would ever be a time when she would be happy and free again? It was not to be. The situation was hopeless.


“There has to be a way,” Srin muttered from across the table, startling her.

She admired his persistence, even as she disagreed with his assessment.

“We’re still prisoners,” she said softly. “It’s just that the bars of this prison aren’t so obvious.”

His gaze swept over the dinner setting—the gleaming plates and cutlery above the smooth ivory tablecloth—then over her. Moon shivered at the fury in his eyes.

“They took my life away from me, Moon.”

It was the first time he had ever used her personal name. It sounded full and soft on his lips. Once again, despite their circumstances, she felt a flutter in her belly and despised herself for thinking with her groin at a time like this.

“I understand.”

They had taken her life away from her too. But at least she didn’t have to suffer the indignity of having her memory wiped with frightening regularity. Just for one wild moment, Moon wondered whether the Republic had done the same thing to her—pumped her full of drugs like they had done to Srin. She grasped the edge of the table with stiff fingers, using the solid feel of the surface against her flesh to help hold down feelings of panic. No, remembering everything she’d done for the past few weeks, she was almost certain Srin was the only amnesiac experiment here, but that brief moment showed her exactly how precarious her own standing was.

Unfortunately, there wasn’t anything she could do about it.

“Do you know what it is they inject me with? Has Hen ever mentioned it to you?”

“He mentioned it once,” Moon told him. “Benzodiazepine. But that describes a class of drugs rather than the specific one he’s been using on you.” She shook her head helplessly. “And I still don’t know how it’s delivered, which could also be important.” Her voice was soft. “I’m sorry.”

He was gracious even in his frustration, merely nodding. “It’s a start.”

Except it wasn’t. He was being kind and all it did was heighten her feelings of impotence.

“I don’t remember anything about yesterday,” he continued. “I get a headache if I try to think about it too much. Am I at the beginning of the cycle?”

“This is the first day.” She nodded.

“Do you know how many times….” He lapsed into silence, unable to finish the sentence.

She knew what he wanted to ask. She didn’t want to give him an answer, but he had asked her directly. She was the first person he had ever thought to confide in and she thought he deserved her honesty if she couldn’t provide anything else. “Eighteen years.”

“Eighteen.” She saw the muscles in his arms tense, as if he might explode out of his chair and begin rampaging through the lab. Under the circumstances, Moon thought she might have done the same thing. But it was a measure of the man Srin had once been, a person of immense self-discipline, that he didn’t do it. But the spark of anger in his eyes refused to die.

“Did Hen mention anything about,” he hesitated, “anyone else? Family? Friends?”

“No.”

And Moon felt as helpless as he as she saw the stab of pain rip through him.


 

So Yalona was lost to him, whether dead or displaced far from him, he couldn’t say. Srin tried to capture the feelings he felt for her, the passion that led to his bonding proposal, but it was like reaching through dense fog. He knew that some small part of him had reconciled himself to that loss a while ago. That hurt more than anything else—the thought that the Republic hadn’t even given him the time and decency to properly mourn her passing from his life.

Had she tried to find out where he was, what had happened to him after his fateful trip to the Science Directorate? He searched his cloudy memory, but there was nothing. Maybe they told her he had been in an accident and got killed. Even if she harboured hope of his return, such hope would have been erased more than a decade ago. He knew time had passed, could see it in the worn face that met him in the mirror each day even if he couldn’t precisely reckon the passing, but he hadn’t expected such a length of time.

Eighteen years. Almost two decades.

He would have had at least one child by now, maybe even two. A well-built son, or a daughter, with hope shining in her eyes.

Maybe it was the drugs, but he couldn’t fix the image of a daughter quite right. Yalona’s hair was blond, her skin pale, yet the child he imagined was darker, glowing brown rather than ivory. She had brown hair like his, and matching eyes.

He focused on the woman who sat opposite and almost smiled. Even with a crippled mind, his subconscious was still in high gear. His imaginary daughter didn’t look like Yalona at all, but she bore more than a passing resemblance to his astrophysicist dinner companion. Was he compensating for a previous loss, or opening himself up to a new possibility?

He knew he was crazy to even think like that, but there was something about Moon Thadin that provoked his protective instincts. Considering that he had been systematically medicated for the past two decades into being nothing more than a calculating automaton, he recognised that kick in his gut for the significant response that it was.

She was pretty, her features enhanced by her obvious intelligence. She was compassionate. And, amid the madness—his first ever plea for help, while trapped on a combat-ready spaceship filled to the brim with highly trained soldiers on a hair trigger—Srin was moved. Moved not by a desire to flee or destroy but by a compulsion to take her in his arms and kiss her.

Did he even remember how to? he wondered with a flash of dark humour. Or maybe Moon was just one in a line of mindless dalliances for him over the years. But he didn’t think so. And the hidden panel of scratchings in his cabin, a coded briefing to his newly-reset brain, didn’t indicate that either. He could never be completely sure, of course, but he was more than halfway certain that he hadn’t confided his misgivings, his feeling that something was going on, to anybody else. There was something about Moon that he trusted, and that each of his newly minted two-day selves trusted too. And he had to start somewhere.

He surprised himself by getting to his feet and extending a hand to her. His surprise doubled when, after the slightest of hesitations, she took it. Maybe he looked more competent than he felt.

When he held her, it was like holding a woman for the first time, her warmth and softness filling his hands, teasing his nerve endings with promise. She was almost as tall as he, and he liked that. Liked the fact that he didn’t have to bend down too far, or stretch up, to capture her lips. Liked the sense of comfort her body gave him. Was that selfish of him?


He held her as if they were dancing to slow romantic music, his arms enclosing her body, pulling her close up against him. He wanted to relax his hands and let his fingers skim the curve of her spine and the fullness of her backside. With his eyes closed, he could almost imagine himself lying down, holding her exactly like that. Her groin, deliciously feminine, curved against his erection, firing a series of erotic images in his brain. It was too easy picturing her mounted above him, moving against him and against his length of engorged flesh buried in her hot wetness. The muscles of her body were firm and smooth to his touch and it took an immense amount of effort to stop his hands from repeating the actions of his mind, squeezing against her buttocks and forcing her pelvis closer to his.

Moon was difficult to resist, a difficulty made worse when she finally touched him. He felt two arms slide up around his neck and his own embrace tightened as he breathed deeply of her. She wore no perfume beyond the fragrance of soap and shampoo, but Srin could have sworn she also smelt of intellect. It was a heady scent associated with the large clearboards she worked so tirelessly at—a sharp, incisive, spirit-based undertone. It should have added up to a distracting conflict but, instead, seemed to embody everything that he thought about the scientist. Femininity overlaying intelligence, and softness over a deceptive strength. Moon Thadin was all of that and more.

He thrust his tongue gently into her mouth and was surprised by the vehemence of her response. Instead of him taking the lead, she did. Srin felt the force of her desire, a wall of pent-up passion breaking over him. Had Yalona been like this, so eager to press flesh against flesh, to duel with his tongue and run trembling fingers through his hair? Damn it, he couldn’t remember. Couldn’t remember the woman he once thought of marrying. Instead, his senses were filled with Moon, her hands pulling at him, her breasts pushing against him, the entire length of her body hot and inviting.

He wanted to take her right there and then, in the cavernous room where they spent the majority of their time together. He knew he would enjoy the recollection when he walked into the lab the next morning. One day to savour the recollection of a night of ardour before pharmaceuticals reclaimed his memories once more.

He wanted to breathe her in some more, inhale the scent of her skin, lick at the sensitive juncture of her neck and the apex of her thighs. He wanted to feel her clench and contract around his fingers, around his cock, milking him to orgasm.

He wanted, but he couldn’t. Who was he doing this for? For Moon? Or for himself? He wanted the sexual release he knew he’d find in her body. He felt like he had been trapped in cotton wool for an eternity, and he wanted to feel alive, to hear the quick thump of his heartbeat in his ears, to feel his throat roughen with cries of release. But he knew they were just selfish cravings. He had nothing beyond the lustful cravings of a man. With his enfeebled mind, he didn’t have the ability to protect or even initiate a meaningful relationship with Moon. And how he wanted to. He might not be in love with her but he was deeply attracted to her. The thought struck him that perhaps a previous him had fallen in love with her. It wasn’t beyond the realms of possibility. And that thought hardened his resolve.

Reluctantly, he lifted his hands from her body and disengaged the arms that were around his neck. Pulling away, he saw the flush on her face, her swollen lips and her dazed brown eyes, for once free of their characteristic wariness.

“I want to,” he began.

“Then do it.” Her voice was soft but firm. “My quarters are just down the corridor.”

“And then what? I can’t help you escape and you can’t help me. What happens the day after tomorrow when I lose my memory and have to be introduced to you again, just like the very first time?”

He saw hurt flash across her face, was pained by it, but adamant that he was only saying what needed to be said.

“You deserve someone better. Someone you can build a relationship with. Not an overgrown lab animal running the same tired treadmill.”

“And what if I don’t?” she countered. “What if I don’t want someone ‘better’?”

He shook his head and took a step back. “I can’t be what you need, Moon. I wish I could.”


“How do you know what I need?” And he heard the bitterness in her voice. “Maybe all I need is someone to make me forget where I am and what I am. Maybe all you think you can provide is all I need.”

“You know that isn’t true.”

“Do I?”

“Even I remember the Security Force,” he told her. “Not facts, but feelings. And I know that after three years in their clutches, you need someone better than a mental cripple to depend on.”

“Someone who can take care of me, you mean?”

He nodded, a swift jerk of his head. “Yes.”

She bit the edge of her bottom lip, thinking for a handful of seconds. “Someone capable and intelligent, perhaps?” she asked, but didn’t wait for his answer. He felt her gaze, like hot lasers, on his face, watching for a reaction. “Someone with authority. Someone equipped to protect and take care of me. Someone like Drue Jeen?”

He couldn’t believe the skewer of white-hot anger that slashed through his body at the mention of the Differential’s captain, made worse by the fact that he was everything Srin was not. Not any longer, in any case. Jeen was taller, younger, more powerful, more handsome. Jeen had his mind intact. Srin tried to control himself at the thought of Jeen putting his hands on Moon’s smooth brown skin, but something must have showed beyond his gritted teeth and clenched fists because a look of satisfaction flickered on her face.

Damn her, but didn’t she realise how fucking noble he was trying to be? Didn’t she know how much self-control it was taking just to keep his hands off her?

It seemed a long time since Srin last got angry, but he felt the steady boil building in his veins. There was so little still within his control that he was determined not to lose what crumbs he still retained. Even his characteristic nagging headache faded into the background.

“You’re not going to provoke me, Moon.”

“Then don’t pretend you’re better than me. You’re not.” Her voice was vehement but melodic, and he listened in pleasure even as her words lashed against him. “We’re just two people caught in a relatively luxurious prison through circumstances beyond our control. Surely what we choose to do with whatever time we have together is our own concern?”

“I wish that were true. But you know it isn’t.”

Was it perverse to glean pleasure from their argument? Srin was proud of Moon’s ability to argue with him, even if there was no resolution in sight. She was truly someone he could imagine spending time getting to know. The only problem was, time was something he had nothing of. And she deserved so much better than the tatters he could offer.

“I’m not a child, Srin,” she said, obviously deciding to take another tack.

But he was a step ahead of her. “I know you’re not a child. But you deserve better than a helpless drug addict.”

She made a sound of disgust deep in her throat. Srin would have smiled if the discussion they were having wasn’t so serious. She was angry at the moment because she cared for him—though she did not come out directly and say it. He felt a warm glow deep inside, even as he tried to push her away. He wondered if there was any way in the universe he could somehow hold on to that feeling, dig his fingers into it and anchor it in his fickle memory, so he could pull it out in the future and marvel at how another being cared enough to fight with him. They had taken away his life. But surely there was some way he could hold on to just one permanent memory of happiness?

Even as he thought it, he knew he was deluding himself. The fact that he could not retain a memory for longer than two days meant that anything between them was doomed before it even began.


“Aren’t you reaching a bit low?” Her face was still flushed, but this time with rising irritation. “Calling yourself a drug addict?”

“Whether I got to this point voluntarily or not it doesn’t change the facts.”

The smile on her face was nothing more than a humourless twist of her lips. “I see. And you’re willing to throw away any chance for pleasure—even temporary—because you consider yourself an addict?”

“It’s the truth, Moon.”

“As you see it.”

“That’s true. But that’s the only way I know.”








Chapter Eight



Moon had never before heard the sound that woke her from sleep, but she knew instantly it meant something bad. The shrill alternating cry, emphasised by a regular bass thump, cut through to her bones. She sat up in bed with a gasp, grabbing the sides of her bunk with clenched fingers. There was always some indirect illumination from built-in panels that picked up the hard lines and edges in the cabin, but now they all winked out and she was plunged into complete darkness.

Then the hum of the air filters—a background sound she hadn’t noticed until it was gone—died. Moon drew in a panicked breath. Her heart was beating too fast to be used as any kind of reliable measure, but perhaps two seconds later, strips of low emergency lighting flashed on, glowing amber in lines along the floor and ceiling.

She strained her ears, listening for the air filters, but heard nothing above the klaxon’s strident call.

Then even that terrible sound disappeared into the void as she felt the ship skate beneath her body. It was such an alien sensation. She felt like she was barreling through an icy cylinder, the walls of her cabin shifting and swaying as if they were melting in some alien fire. Just as Moon felt it couldn’t get any worse, the gravity field cut out.

Her body drifted slowly away from her bed. Bile rose in her throat. She shut her eyes. That helped a bit, but the sensation was still unnerving. She felt the sides of the bunk slip away from her fingers and was soon floating free, but her eyes remained firmly shut.

Moon had never been weightless before. Not like this. She remembered one occasion, traveling to a conference on a commercial flight, when the anti-gravity had momentarily failed, but she was strapped in at the time and—except for a passing second of nausea—she was fine. The field had kicked back in almost instantly and the rest of the flight passed without incident.

But here? Moon felt a wall—or was it the ceiling?—gently hit her body, and she shuddered. Was that why almost every panel on the ship was coated in the rubbery compound that had so fascinated her when she first stepped on board? To minimise injury in case of an accident such as the one that plagued them now? She wanted to curl up into a ball and cry. There were too many things going wrong with her experiment. This, on top of Srin’s disclosures. She couldn’t even think straight, not with the bone-chilling sound of the siren rippling through every point in the ship. Moon clapped her hands over her ears, but the wail penetrated flesh. She sobbed, and hot tears squeezed from beneath her eyelids.

How long this went on, she couldn’t say. She bounced against walls, and bumped into several objects, but she didn’t know whether that was because she was moving or the ship was. She didn’t dare open her eyes to find out, convinced that doing so would tip her over the edge and she would then have to somehow try avoiding floating pools of vomit. Even the thought of it made her feel worse. Moon tried squeezing her eyes even harder, pushing her hands against her ears even more firmly, in a futile effort to block the situation from her mind.

A different sensation. Moon had only an instant to register that the gravity field had been reestablished as she fell to the floor, crashing through the shelves that lined the wall, before bouncing off the long, low cabinet beneath them. Her head hit the side of the bed and she lay there, stunned. The klaxon continued its wail.

She opened her eyes. Lines of light blurred, then sharpened into the strips of amber emergency lighting above her head. She felt a weight pinning down her left hip and shoved at the tilted length of a shelf, moving it in small, rough jerks.


The siren ceased and along with it the thumping. Then came the sound of metallic scraping against the faux-timber of her bed. It built up gradually, as if approaching from the end of a long tunnel. It was several seconds before she realized that she was still pushing against the fallen shelf.

Moon dropped her hands, closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths, not fighting the wave of exhaustion that flooded her. In complete silence, she heard, rather than felt, a small “bump,” then the low hum of machinery behind the wall. It was one of the ever-present background noises on the Differential, but not as forceful as it usually was. The emergency life-support system had just been activated.

She should get up now. She needed to find out whether Srin was okay, and how much of her lab was still intact. Moon struggled against the shelf, at the same time wriggling backwards until her knees were finally clear of the obstruction. She winced as she folded her legs. Pain shot up her back and through her shoulders, but she kept moving. There wasn’t time at the moment to speculate on whether she had broken anything—besides, she would find out soon enough. She had to find Srin.

The air was stuffy but, at the same time, disconcertingly cool. Moon clambered over her bed, making her way to the door. There were aches associated with various parts of her body, but nothing that morphed into sharp pain. Still, the added discomfort was enough to set her limping, and she knew she had sustained at least heavy bruising on her left leg and hip.

Pressing one hand against her thigh, she stopped at the door. It refused to open. That made sense when she thought about it. Only the most critical functions were on emergency power. Moon scanned the wall panel next to the door and saw the barest outline of a rounded rectangle against the faint yellow-orange illumination. She reached down and pressed against the edges until one touch sent the panel springing open. Even in the dim light, Moon saw only two large buttons, one lighter than the other in the scant glimmering. Neither of them was lit.

One button looked almost red, so the other one must have been green. Taking a breath, she hit the darker button. At first she thought nothing would happen, then the seals released with a hiss and the door slid slowly open. Moon limped down the corridor, tentatively stepped into her lab and looked around.

In all honesty, it could have been worse. The strips of lighting illuminated some spaces, leaving deep pools of shadow elsewhere. The general picture was not as devastating as it could have been. While several data banks had toppled over, the squat meta-library unit was still magically upright, if out of place. The heavy-water simulation tank, bolted to the floor and closed off, was still sealed tight.

Two clearboards had been damaged, most likely when a databank unit fell to the floor after gravity was reestablished, but the rest were still anchored to floor and ceiling. Other light furniture was strewn about the room, overturned and messy but still mostly intact. Moon had faced greater destruction when she returned to her lab at the Phyllis Centre after her detention.

She picked her way to the lab’s entrance, knowing to look in advance for the override panel by the door, but it was more difficult to find this time. The ceiling of the lab was much higher than in her cabin, and the emergency lighting did not brighten the area where she was standing. She cursed, briefly considered looking for a small portable light, discarded the thought and felt for the panel instead.

She hadn’t been aware of the total silence in her small pocket of the ship until the door sluggishly opened at her command. Even though every panel was covered with insulation, Moon heard the sounds of rushed movement—thumps and vibrations—resonating through the corridors, along with chopped-off, unintelligible shouts. The chill air reminded her that she was still in her light sleeping clothes, but she ignored the temperature and started walking down the corridor, in the direction of where she roughly knew Srin’s quarters to be.


She had been expecting a corridor filled with smoke, but it was unnaturally clear. She thought she detected a hint of burnt circuitry in the air, but wasn’t sure if that was correct or she was imagining things. Maybe there were cabins that had sustained damage, maybe some might even be on fire through a combination of sparks and flammable material, but the airtight doors throughout the Differential kept the danger contained.

The heaviness in her hip and thigh was now coalescing into a throbbing as the shock of the situation wore off, and Moon’s fingers bit even deeper into her flesh in an attempt to alleviate the pain through pressure.

At the first corridor junction, she stepped forward and looked down a curve to her left, where she finally found the source of some of the activity she’d been hearing. Two soldiers had a large access panel open, a tray of cushioned tools between them on the floor. One of the men was taking readings from the interior of the panel, while the other waited impatiently, taking instruments out of their shells then replacing them with a dull snap. He looked up as Moon cleared the corridor.

“You’re a civilian, aren’t you?” he asked brusquely.

Moon merely nodded.

“Go back to your quarters.”

But she wasn’t going to be put off that easily. “What happened here?”

“I’m not at liberty to say. The captain will communicate to you in due time. Please return to your quarters.” He put the polite word in there but there wasn’t anything optional in what he was saying.

“Okay.”

Moon said what was expected of her, slipped back to the junction of the two corridors, then kept going, taking the right fork this time. She knew the military mind well enough by now to know the soldier had already forgotten her. But what were they working on? Cursing silently, she wished she had pulled up even the basic schematics available for the Differential when she first came on board, but such an idea hadn’t occurred to her. Now she wondered if it was a problem with the navigation system, or propulsion, or something else she had no clue about, that led to the disconcerting sensation of frictionless sliding she had experienced.

The noise from the right side of the corridor increased as she walked, and she slowed her steps. Unlike the serenity of the other part of the ship, where she had happened upon the two soldiers, the situation here was much more chaotic. The faint smell of burning wires that she had sniffed when she stepped out of her lab was stronger—an acrid stench that tickled her nose and kick-started a feeling of panic deep in her belly. Even more alarmingly, there was another odour insinuating itself into the mix, an aroma of scorched clothing—and roasted flesh.

Moon knew she should be running towards the source of her worry but her feet refused to move. Did she want to confront the truth of what waited at the end of the corridor’s curve? What if she found out who had suffered from the injuries she could smell? What if it was…Srin?

Fear grabbed Moon by the throat, making it difficult for her to swallow. After being punished for her innocence, she wondered if this was going to be yet another time that the universe treated her with such casual and brutal disdain. She hadn’t wanted to depend on another person, but Srin had somehow become indispensable to her wellbeing.

Someone brushed past her, heading towards the chaos, knocking her from her reverie. Moon saw his dark blue form in a daze, blinked and looked down at herself, as though she was only now aware that her clothing was completely inappropriate for the situation. And it was still cold. But she couldn’t turn around and go back to her cabin now. She feared she wouldn’t have the courage to step outside her lab again.


Please, not Srin.

Swallowing, Moon walked forward jerkily. Several doors radiated from a widening of the corridor at the end of the section. A knot of people congregated in the centre, half of them kneeling, the other half watching, waiting to help, or repairing the mass of blackened and smoking wires that lay exposed behind part of the bulkhead. With the emergency lighting still the major source of illumination, the figures melded into one another, difficult to make out. Splashes of faint light hugged edges more clearly and Moon could tell from the jagged contours of the wall that the panel had not been removed by the technicians now milling around it, but had been blown out by the force of a small explosion.

She instantly thought of the cargo bay—of her precious star-maker equipment installed there, of its intricate network of fields, wires and nanoprocessor technologies. But the mental prompt fled in an instant when she thought she recognised a thatch of familiar mid-toned hair among several pairs of legs. Not standing, but near the floor.

Oh no! Please tell me he hasn’t—

The head moved, rose and she breathed a sigh of palpable relief as Srin stood and turned around. He caught her gaze on him. Without hesitation, he roughly elbowed his way through the surrounding men, grabbed her by the shoulders and searched her face intently.

“Are you all right?” he asked urgently.

There was another lump in her throat—she was sure it was as large as the ship itself—and she nodded, trying to smile as she blinked an errant tear away.

He sighed and enfolded her in his arms, crushing her to him. It hurt, and Moon found it hard to draw a breath, but she didn’t care. Srin was alive, even though he bore the strong stench of scorched fire on him.

He released her a heartbeat later. “Do you know what happened?”

“No. I thought you might know.”

Srin shook his head. Despite both of them being in fine shape, there was worry in his eyes and anxiety creased his forehead. “I went for an exercise session. When I came back, Hen and I spoke. Just as I turned to enter my cabin….” There was no need to finish the sentence. The evidence of the corridor explosion was all around them. “We’re in normal space now,” he added.

Normal space now? It hadn’t occurred to her before, but implicit in Srin’s statement was the fact that the accident must have occurred in hyperspace. If anyone aboard the ship confirmed that, then the Differential had been very lucky to escape disaster in that zone between universes.

He looked beyond her. A second later she heard a voice asking her to move aside. Two men with a mobile med-bed passed her briskly.

“It’s Hen,” Srin said, watching her as she followed the men’s actions.

She flicked him a brief, uncomprehending look then turned back to the medics. The people standing and squatting on the floor cleared as they lifted a body onto the med-bed. It was only when they moved him that she noticed Savic’s body glistening wetly in the faint orange lighting, and the black patches on his clothes and parts of his skin.

Blood?

“He was standing in front of the panel when it exploded,” Srin explained. “At first there was nothing I could do. The gravity cut out and it was pitch-black.”

Yes, Moon remembered that bit well.

“When the emergency power and lighting came on, I used the comms to contact the infirmary, but there was still no gravity.”


The medics covered Savic up to his neck with a thin, flashing blanket, strapped him down then began walking back in Moon’s direction.

“He fell quite a distance when the gravity came back on.”

The men, med-bed between them, brushed past her.

“I should follow,” Srin said, after a small hesitation. “Just in case there’s anything I can help with.”

“Of course.” Moon knew her voice was distracted, but her mind was full of conflicting emotions. She faced him and gave him a quick, tight smile. “I’ll be along after I’ve checked the lab and cargo bay.”

Srin nodded tersely and, after squeezing her shoulder with his hand, trailed after the medical team.

 

To distract herself, Moon hurried down to the cargo bay the moment full lighting was re-established. She stepped past scorched panels and groups of intent soldiers who would have otherwise intimidated her, without looking. Her pace quickened as she reached Engineering, until she was almost at a run when she reached the cargo bay doors.

The metal panes refused to open on her approach, but Moon was an old hand at this by now. Unhesitatingly, she searched for the override hatch, whipping it open with impatient fingers. Instead of a button, a sturdy handle filled the space. With a grunt, Moon pulled down on it and the doors slid open with an echoing clang.

It was like stepping into a church, a place of infinite wonder and respectful veneration. Before her, was the concrete manifestation of everything she had been working years towards.

It was strange that, after so many years of studying and manipulating the varying phenomena of stellar plasma, Moon had never seen a positron-shielded fission bomb crucible. The Science Directorate had no problem providing her with the latest in computing power and ever-more-powerful simulation tanks. But this…this represented a new dimension in spending. What had inspired the investment of the equivalent of a planetary budget?

What had changed in the past two years? What exactly had propelled her from the outskirts of lucrative applied research right into its centre, with an entire spaceship and a fission bomb factory at her disposal? Not to mention the ultimate in galactic secrets, Srin Flerovs. Was it really as Srin and Drue had hinted—that her research might provide a weapon to use against living stars? Somehow, she still couldn’t believe that the Republic was that evil.

She walked forward gingerly, even though there was no need. A giant ball four metres in diameter dominated the modified cargo bay. Its uppermost curve almost touched the matte-compound-covered ceiling, and the ceiling’s texture accentuated the smooth, unmarked surface of the sphere.

There was nothing out of place in the bay, which was as it should be. Moon had been adamant about the placement and configuration of the large launch area. Besides the crucible and its supporting structures, only a handful of consoles dotted the floor, none of them easily movable.

She moved closer and the sphere’s mirrorlike surface distorted her figure into perfect elongated curves over its surface. She wanted to touch it, run her rough human fingers over its sleek purity, but was afraid she might leave a mark—some oiliness from her fingertips, perhaps.

She abhorred the idea of marring its flawlessness in any way. This was where her fission packet would be formed, what the military so crudely referred to as a stellar missile. She eyed the surface carefully from various angles, but couldn’t see any obvious cracks or bends anywhere.


On the opposite side, towards the ship’s hull, the sphere was connected to a tube, lined along its length with field generators. She walked around the crucible and examined the tube’s exterior. The generators, housed beneath the metal skin at carefully calculated intervals, would switch on and off at precisely timed intervals, moving the formed packet along and accelerating it at the same time.

Extra reinforcing had been added at the junction of tube and hull. Beyond that, an extra array of magnetic field generators was positioned around the tube’s outlet, helping guide the packet to its ultimate destination. Being the stuff of stars itself, Moon knew the packet would emerge looking like a miniature sun, shooting through black space and tunnelling its way into the core of a white dwarf star. The target had already been chosen, and was merely awaiting final measurements and confirmation. It was a DZ-type star in M1908, otherwise known as the Suzuki Mass. And there, her small living controlled explosion would hopefully begin the reactions that would bring the star to life again.

She breathed a sigh of relief as she saw no obvious damage to any part of the crucible’s delivery mechanism. Briskly, feeling more confident, she walked over to one of the monitoring consoles and activated it. While she didn’t know the specifics of how her machinery interfaced with the Differential, she knew that it was hooked into the main propulsion systems—for the amount of energy it required, it had to be. As she anticipated, the console hummed to life a second later.

Moon read the information that scrolled past her eyes as the machine began its sweep of connected equipment. It appeared that everything in the cargo bay had been secured and fortified so well even a hyperspace accident couldn’t affect it. She was sure she didn’t have enough reserves to run a full semi-simulation diagnostic, but a deep light-level run should give her enough information to check the crucible and tube’s integrity. Without hesitation, she started the test, directing output to her lab, then stepped back. There was nothing more she could do here. The diagnostic she had initiated would take two hours to run. There was a mess in the lab she should start clearing, but she found herself reluctant to get going. It seemed she was clearing up too many work spaces these days. But she couldn’t order soldiers to do the job for her, either. They were busy with their own problems.

With a last glance at the gleaming crucible, Moon exited the bay. Now that her most immediate worries were out of the way—Srin was safe, her equipment was safe—she had time to reflect on her reaction to Hen Savic’s injury.

She was happy about it.

She knew it made her look like the basest kind of human, but she didn’t care. What the man had done to Srin, pumping him full of drugs for almost two decades just so he’d have an intellectual marvel he could vicariously live through, was vile beyond measure. And Moon knew she wasn’t gentle or charitable enough to let such an atrocity slide just because its perpetrator was hurt.

Lips set in a grim line, Moon strode back to her cabin. It might be too much to expect that the bathroom was fully functional, so she contented herself with stripping off her creased sleeping clothes and changing into something appropriate to the work that lay ahead. When she took off her pants, she realised that she had been barefoot the entire time—from the time she woke to that terrible siren, to her walk down to the cargo bay and back. She laughed, and it sounded a bit hysterical even to her own ears.

She continued dressing. When she finally got a pair of boots on, she walked back to the lab, this time scanning the contents with assessing eyes. She would definitely need some help positioning the databanks back in their familiar places, but she could lift the clearboards by herself and restore her meal table to some semblance of order.


Swiftly she got to work, clearing the lab until its Spartan efficiency started to emerge again. She moved the blunt shards of one demolished clearboard into a corner where it could be cleared away later. She checked the chrono on the wall and noted that an hour had passed. There was still another hour to go before the diagnostics from the console in the cargo bay would be piped to one of her panels. She decided it was time to visit the infirmary and see whether Hen Savic was alive. Or dead.

 

The bastard was still alive.

Moon tried to look sympathetic as she approached the sterile field surrounding his bed. It took every gram of self-control to keep the distant concern tacked on her face as she neared the medical staff. Against an adjacent wall, Srin sat, calm but pensive. Slightly above him and to his left, a glowing rectangle—a smaller version of the clearboards in her lab, offset from the wall—blinked the latest medical data.

“You’ve been working with Hen Savic, haven’t you?” a voice from behind her asked.

She turned. It was one of the infirmary’s team of three doctors, a pleasant looking older gentleman by the name of Jared Jonez. His waist may have been slightly thicker than a younger soldier’s, and his dark hair might have been sprinkled with grey, but he still exuded the kind of confidence that told Moon he could break her arm without breaking thought. As if she needed any reminder that she was aboard a military vessel.

“Actually, I work with Srin.” She beckoned to the seated figure with a movement of her head.

Maybe there was something about her tone of voice that indicated her lack of worry where Savic was concerned, because Jonez frowned. “Oh. Well, we have him in a stable condition in any case.”

Curses.

“What were his injuries?”

“He has obvious injuries from being hit by a piece of metal thrown by an explosion, and there are burns over his face and neck, and down one leg. There was some internal bleeding, but we contained that as quickly as we could.”

“And the prognosis?” Moon was almost afraid to ask.

“Maybe two weeks until he’s on his feet again,” Jonez mused, looking at his patient.

“How many other people were injured?”

“During the accident, you mean?” He sighed. For a moment, Moon saw a flash of concern beneath the soldierly exterior. “Three fatalities. Twenty injuries, two worse than Dr. Savic. But everyone’s getting treatment.”

She felt a touch on her sleeve. It was Srin. He had slipped up so quietly she hadn’t heard him.

“Thank you for coming,” he said.

“I wanted to check on him, too.” Which was true enough. She was happy to let the hovering medical staff make of that what they would.

She smiled at Jonez—a quick and perfunctory movement of her lips—then beckoned to Srin. They moved to the edge of a far wall.

“Do you know what happened?” she asked quietly. “First there was that terrible alarm. Then the anti-gravity cut out.”

“It was definitely a hyperspace accident. Dr. Jonez was talking to some of the other staff when they were first treating Hen.” His voice was low as well, not carrying very much beyond the two of them. “They didn’t want to say too much while I was around, but it sounds like this isn’t the first time Republic ships have had such accidents. Nobody seems to know the cause.”


So this wasn’t the first time such an event happened. But, even with the limited communication resources available to her in recent years, Moon was sure she would have remembered an accident like they’d just experienced. Unless the Republic was wary of the public reaction to such facts. Strange how she was more likely to accept the second explanation now than, say, five years ago. She grimaced at her increasing cynicism.

“Maybe Drue will give me more information,” she mused.

“How’s the lab?”

“Not as bad as it looks. I’ll need some muscle to help me rearrange everything, but we should be ready to get back to work tomorrow. That is, if you want to?”

“Working with you, Dr. Thadin—” and Moon swore his eyes actually twinkled, “—is the highlight of my day.”

She couldn’t help the smile that curved her lips. “Maybe I’ll get you to come down and help me move the databanks back into place,” she teased.

His expression sobered. “Certainly, if that’s what you’d like me to do.”

“No,” she said. “You can stay here. It can wait till tomorrow.”

She shot a glance at Savic’s body, lying supine on the bed, under the faint pink haze of the sterilite field. A pair of tubes ran into his nostrils and there was a small pump delivering medication to his body via an uncovered forearm. Above him, the steady rhythm of his heart traced a regular waveform; his brain pattern was more erratic. Would he regain consciousness at all that day, or the next?

That was none of her concern. And neither was the dynamic between the figure beneath the medical blanket and the man standing near it.

There was so much of the relationship between Srin and Savic that she didn’t understand. She thought Srin would be jumping for joy and planning an escape attempt the moment he found out his handler was injured and unconscious. Yet, like a dutiful friend, he had followed Savic’s body down to the infirmary, not leaving his side from the time of the explosion. In Srin’s place, she might have been tempted to break Savic’s neck the moment after the panel exploded, and blame it on the accident.

Had Srin considered that? She didn’t know. Right now, she wanted to kiss him, to press her lips against his, just to help reassure herself that she was beyond the chaos of the morning and that Srin really was in front of her, but the presence of other people walking to and fro dissuaded her. It revealed a reticence in her she never thought she had.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said, and quickly left the infirmary.








Chapter Nine



Srin watched Moon walk away with the faintest of smiles hovering on his lips. His astrophysicist might think she could shield her thoughts from the world—and maybe she was successful with most people—but not from him. The momentary flickers of expression across her face were like extensive briefings to him. There was an instinctive empathy that dug past the blocks in his mind and somehow latched on to an emotional brain that wasn’t affected by the drugs that had been pumped through his veins for an eternity.

She wondered why he called for medical help as soon as he could after the explosion, and why he was staying by Hen’s side. Truth be known, a part of him wondered about that himself. There was an ancient term that seemed to describe his situation—something that sounded like “Stock Syndrome.” He had heard of it while a young science undergraduate. It described the eventual bonding between a captor and his or her victim after a period of time in each other’s company. Srin couldn’t deny there was a part of that in the dynamic between himself and Hen. After all, Hen was the steady rock of his existence. The man’s persistent presence even overrode his own enforced forgetfulness, sinking into the permanence of his distorted memories. Even if he wanted to, he couldn’t forget Hen Savic.

But Stock Syndrome also assumed an identification of the victim with his captor. Srin was still too full of seething resentment to feel completely sympathetic towards his therapist/handler. So why was he here, sitting patiently by the bed like a loyal hound, waiting for Hen to wake up? Because, despite his current disability and Moon’s evident confusion, he was thinking of his own long-term goals, ironic turn of phrase though that was.

He could feel the chance of escape, like a piece of slippery silk between his fingers. Here was the opportunity he’d been waiting for—a way of breaking free of the Republic’s iron grasp. It was a slim hope, but he was banking on a drowsy Hen coming slowly to consciousness, and speaking with slurred honesty before his natural deceit kicked in. In order to be in such a position, he had to convince the medical staff that he was sincerely worried about Hen’s condition.

Not that such a thought wasn’t true. When Srin looked at the unconscious black man, he saw deception and obfuscation, but no violent intent. If Hen died—only a faint possibility now he was safely in medical hands—there was no guarantee that Srin’s new keeper wouldn’t be worse. From the way Moon spoke, Srin gathered that he had been kept on a standard two-day cycle for years. If allocated to a new therapist, there was no guarantee that would continue. Maybe a less-cautious person would manipulate the doses. Who knew the possible repercussions of such change? No, it was not an ideal situation, but Srin harboured a pragmatic affection for the man who had been his minder for almost twenty years, which meant he hoped that Hen would live, but that he would also give Srin the information he desperately craved.

Beyond that, he wouldn’t think. He needed to take things one step at a time and at that moment the most important fact he had to discover was how exactly Hen was slipping the drug to him. And that meant acting as a concerned friend, even if that wasn’t fully the truth.

 

The afternoon segued to evening and Srin stayed in the infirmary, leaving only briefly to stretch his muscles and grab some food. He masked his concern and growing impatience each time he re-entered the medical bay.


By his own reckoning, he was on the second day of his cycle and wasting precious hours isolated with Hen’s injured body, instead of spending it more productively—with Moon, for instance. He clenched his teeth just thinking about it, aware he was being torn in two different directions. Knowing Moon, she was back at the lab, single-handedly cleaning up the debris and probably running all kinds of cross-checks and diagnostics. He would love to be there helping her. Even knowing she was in close proximity—they didn’t have to be touching or even looking at each other—was enough to calm him down. His headaches seemed to decrease in intensity when she was around.

Unlike now. Absently, he rubbed his forehead with stiffened fingers. Was Hen even aware of all the side-effects of the drugs he was pumping into Srin? Was he even aware of them? His head hurt, and it was due to more than the drugs. If only he—

A moan from the body next to him catapulted Srin from his chair, all thoughts of pain forgotten. He hovered by the head of the bed, watching as Dr. Hawness—Jonez’s replacement, since he had gone off duty a couple of hours ago—and a nurse fussed around the medical readouts, trying to keep any sense of cool calculation off his face.

“Please try to relax, Dr. Savic,” Hawness instructed in a low but authoritative voice. “You are safe in the infirmary.” He glanced up at Srin. “Mr. Flerovs brought you in.”

“Srin?” Savic’s voice was thick and slurred from the medication and his state of half-consciousness.

“Yes. Please be still. You’re in a stable condition but you’ve undergone emergency surgery. Please don’t try to move.”

“Doctor,” Srin interposed, “could I talk to Hen? At least reassure him that I’m okay?”

Hawness blinked several times as he thought on the request, before finally nodding. “Give me a few minutes first.”

Srin nodded and moved off, far enough away not to be a bother, but close enough to make sure nobody forgot he was there. He watched as Hawness and the nurse moved about, their obvious knowledge translating into an elegant efficiency of motion as they adjusted the equipment by the head of the med-bunk. He felt a bit like a child as he watched them. Their movements were the result of their skills and experiences—the result of their memories. He had but one ability—to calculate equations at blinding speed. And nothing more. The Republic might think he was some kind of irreplaceable prize, but he would have traded everything he was, any strange ability he had been born with, to live a normal life. A life with a future, a family, a partner. Perhaps someone like Moon. It didn’t escape him that it was precisely due to his abilities that he’d met Moon Thadin. In any other universe, at any other time, they would have passed by one another, unawares.

Hawness finally moved away from Hen and nodded once at Srin. With a small smile, Srin moved up to the medical bed. Hen’s face looked normal again, cleaned of traces of dried blood and sweat. His eyelids fluttered as he struggled to stay awake, but it was obvious he was fighting a losing battle.

Srin bent low until his mouth was close by Hen’s ear. “Hen, can you hear me?”

“Y-yes.” Savic swallowed hard, a liquid kernel of sound that travelled down his throat.

“Everything’s okay. You’re in safe hands. Srin brought you to the infirmary.”

“Srin,” Hen said after a long pause, his eyes still closed, the lids still fluttering.

Damn, but if he didn’t work fast, Hen would sink into unconsciousness before he managed to lever any information out of him.

“We need to know about Srin’s medication,” Srin whispered urgently. “Where is it kept?”

“Me-med….”

Srin bit back an expletive. This wasn’t working. He wanted to lift Hen’s body and shake some lucidity into him, but knew such an action would be spotted in seconds by the staff who passed behind him as they worked.

“Dr. Savic,” he hissed. “Where is the medication kept?”

“Benzo…work…out….”


Srin never thought of himself as a violent man but the urge to slap his minder across the face was almost irresistible. It would be satisfying to be the one inflicting pain for a change.

“Yes, yes,” he agreed, throttling the temptation and calming his voice. “The benzodiazepine group of drugs. Where do you keep them? Dr. Savic?”

But it was too late. With a small sigh, Hen Savic slipped into unconsciousness. His breathing deepened. His face was relaxed.

Srin had lost the opportunity.

 

Maybe he should have sought out Moon and shared the news of his failure with her, but even a forgotten habit was entangled too deep for him to ignore. Srin had been alone for so long he almost instantly discarded the suggestion of seeking out company. Instead, he walked down to the propulsion bay. As he hoped, the engines were idling and the observation bays that partially overlooked the machinery that powered the Differential were unlocked and open to normal space.

The men he saw moving about in the bay were walking faster than normal, a natural consequence of their mishap, but there was no panic. They had jobs to do and they were intent on doing them to the best of their ability—transporting everyone aboard to a faraway stellar mass in order to test their latest weapon. He was up-to-date with what an earlier self had scratched into a panel in his small bathroom. The exclamation mark next to a small graphic representing StellMil was simple yet undeniable.

The soldiers below him might not know the exact consequences of their actions, but history would still judge them as culpable for the sins of their leaders. And how he wished he was one of them. They didn’t realise the treasure they held in their minds? the remembrance of special times; the laughter and tears of family and companions; the visualisation, however incorrect it may later prove to be. As ignorant as they were in so many ways, they were still anchored to life in a way Srin wasn’t.

Even an asteroid or a comet had more worth than him. It had regularity, and a past, present and future that were denied to him. Fuck, did that sound too self-pitying? Srin’s lips twisted as he watched the engineers move from console to console. He couldn’t hear anything they were saying, but could decipher meaning from their body language? the way they moved, the gestures they made and whether others turned to look or kept on working.

He twisted and looked out into space.

What was left to him now that his first, and best, chance of inveigling information out of Hen had failed? Would there be an opportunity to try again? Or was he condemned to a life of mist, ending his life believing he was still twenty-five and suffering from a mutant form of adult-onset progeria? Part of him was resentful of his own cleverness in finding a way of communicating with his future selves. Left to wallow in ignorance, he might have been happy. But being drawn to small images and text scraps had left him enlightened and disillusioned.

If he asked Drue Jeen to move him to a new cabin, the scratchings would be out of his grasp. That was a possibility; after all, the panel that injured Hen had exploded right outside his quarters. A request to be relocated wouldn’t seem too outlandish. And then he could be happy in his ignorance, not yearning for something that would be forever out of his grasp. He could enjoy Moon’s company? maybe even something more? without torturing himself with futile thoughts of a future together. If he moved away from his small archive of messages, his fingertips would meet only smooth, blank surfaces, a goal to be aspired to with an equally smooth, blank mind.


Except, he knew such happy ignorance wouldn’t last. Hen and the Republic might be able to short-circuit his memories, but they couldn’t change his basic personality. And his personality was such that he would find himself at this juncture again. Perhaps not looking out at hard vacuum while soldiers toiled below him but, nonetheless, aching to remember until he realised the futility of such a dream.

He stared at the blackness outside. Unblinking, it stared back at him.

 

“It was an unmarked crease,” Drue told her. “Or a crease that realigned itself. We’re not sure exactly which.”

Moon’s lab looked as if she was still in the process of moving in. The pile of broken pieces from a dislodged clearboard lay in a heap, and there were heavy databanks still strewn across the floor. The functional clearboards were dark, as power had not been cleared for her use yet. That was ostensibly what Drue had come to tell her, but she could see beneath the exhaustion to the desire to speak to someone unaffiliated with the Space Fleet, one person to another. She was Drue’s logical choice.

They sat at the table at the far end of the room and spoke quietly. Moon wanted to sleep—it was late and she was tired from the terror of her early morning wake-up call and what had ensued—but the strange vulnerability in Drue’s eyes pulled at her. She clenched her jaw to stifle a yawn, and blinked quickly when it made her eyes water.

“I thought all the creases were mapped,” she said. “And immovable.”

“All our transport routes have been mapped and used for a couple of centuries now,” he agreed, staring at the surface of the table. “And in ninety-nine percent of cases, they remain safe.”

“There’s a one percent that isn’t?” she asked. Anomalies in hyperspace? The concept was unheard of. The back of her neck felt cold, as if an icy blast of wind had just hit it.

“It’s classified.” He looked up at her then, and she read a myriad emotions on his face—worry, stress, a pleading.

She shrugged, a wry smile twisting her lips. She was in such a vulnerable position, she couldn’t imagine betraying Drue’s confidences.

He searched her eyes, trying to detect potential betrayal, then his shoulders sagged.

“The reports first started coming in twenty years ago,” he said. “It took the loss of a few military-grade, scout-class ships before we realised it wasn’t due to mechanical failure or pilot error, but that there was something wrong with the creases themselves.”

Moon knew enough about hyperspace travel to know that ships used the creases to travel, in much the same way as a marble follows the path of a shallow runnel. Shallow, so it could be slipped into and out of with relative ease, yet still definite, so it could be followed. Sometimes creases met other creases and a decision had to be made regarding which one to take. That navigation work was done by computer, since hyperspace was incomprehensible to the human mind. Pilots who tried to gaze upon its unfiltered form often went insane. Through centuries of exploration, a network of transport routes had been compiled. But now Drue was telling her that all their information might be in vain.

“They’re shifting?” She was alarmed. Without the creases, intergalactic travel was impossible. And shifting creases were almost as bad as no creases at all. She didn’t relish the thought of being stranded on an unknown planet somewhere, with all avenues of further transport cut off.

“Either they’re shifting, or new creases are being formed. It’s not like the explosion of data we accumulated during the Great Exploration. What’s affecting us is happening in tiny pieces.”

“But I haven’t heard anything about this.” True, communication was minimal in the detention facilities, but Moon was sure that—as a scientist—she would have picked up at least some inkling of what was going on.


The look he gave her spoke volumes, and she flushed.

“The incidents we’ve had so far have been easily camouflaged. In more than half the cases, the ship was flung out of hyperspace—as we were—with repairable damage. Some ships were heavily damaged, a couple exploded upon entry into normal space.”

“And the rest?” she prompted.

“Disappeared. Lost in hyperspace is my guess.”

“Why is it happening?”

“We don’t know. We always have our sensors tuned up to maximum sensitivity whenever we do a hyperspace traverse, but we’ve picked up very little meaningful data.”

His words were serious but there was added gravity behind them. There was something Drue wasn’t telling her.

Her eyes narrowed as she gazed at him, taking in the deep furrows on his forehead and the way his hands were clenched in front of him. “There’s something else, isn’t there?”

He arched one eyebrow. “If it’s that obvious,” he said, dryly, “then I’m in trouble.”

“Are you in trouble?”

“I could be,” he answered cryptically.

“Because of the accident?”

He nodded.

“But how could you’ve known?” Her voice was puzzled. “If this has been happening all over Republic space—”

“This isn’t the first time it’s happened to me.”

That stopped Moon dead in her tracks. “Oh.”

She didn’t know the exact details, but she knew the rough picture of what Drue was sketching. In the Republic, even a hint of misbehaviour was enough to imprison someone. As in her case. But she still couldn’t see the direct link between the Differential’s accidents and suspicion falling on Drue. She was under the impression that once the navigation computers took over, just seconds short of a traverse, human control was limited to emergency override. The act of sabotaging the computer was not only overwhelmingly complex, but would require the expertise of a team of experts, not just one Space Fleet captain, no matter how competent he was.

“Two years ago, the Differential was caught in another crease anomaly, very similar to this one. We punched in the emergency override and brought her out of hyperspace. That time there were injuries, but no fatalities.”

Moon had been ashamed to admit that the last thing she had thought of was the Differential’s casualties when Drue walked through the door of her lab an hour earlier. At the time, she was still trying to puzzle out Srin’s attitude toward Savic and convince herself that the damage done would not appreciably slow down her research. The diagnostics from the cargo bay had come through. They showed that the fission crucible had escaped miraculously unscathed, but she was still unsure of the damage sustained by the databanks. She wouldn’t know for sure until her lab’s circuits were put back on the main energy system. When Drue entered, Moon could see the obvious exhaustion and tension in his body, but had assumed it was due to the amount of clean-up work entailed. She couldn’t think of any other reason, until he told her four of his crew had lost their lives while they fell back into normal space. It was only then that she recalled her brief conversation with Dr. Jonez in the infirmary. One of the severely injured men he mentioned must have succumbed.

“It’s a tragic coincidence,” she conceded, “but how can the Space Fleet believe you are responsible in any way for what happened?”


“They can believe it because the Republic has a long memory. Do you have any dispensers in here?” he asked suddenly.

“There’s a water dispenser by the far wall,” she told him.

He smiled his thanks, but it was a tired and worn acknowledgement. He stepped to where Moon indicated. She used the dispenser often herself; it was a convenient way of quickly getting some refreshment without needing to wander farther afield. She watched as Drue punched up two tumblers of water and walked back to the table. He moved as though he was an old man, already eyeing the end of his life. Moon frowned.

He set one tumbler down in front of her then sat, taking a deep mouthful of water from his own and swallowing slowly.

“Have you heard of Journi Thrijan?”

It sounded like a non-human name, that much she knew, but there was no sense of familiarity about it.

“No.”

“She was my grandmother. She was also a dissident. One of the all-lifers.”

Now, that group she had heard of. The proper name was the “Life for All” group. They pushed for a full recognition of all non-humans within the human-led Republic. If Drue’s grandmother had been a member of the group, then she had probably adopted a non-human name to indicate her solidarity with those Republic citizens who couldn’t trace their lineage back to the planet Earth. It was as true now as it was in Drue’s grandmother’s time, that if a citizen couldn’t prove genetically that they were human, they were treated with little more than barely concealed contempt.

“What happened?” Moon asked quietly, her voice full of sympathy. She put a hand over one of Drue’s clenched fists and it was hot and tight under her fingers.

“She was part of the Novin Revolt. When that failed, the survivors were taken into custody and put on trial. Not that there was much doubt about their eventual fate.”

His eyes darkened, and Moon knew he was someplace else? somewhere where he couldn’t feel the vibration of his ship beneath his feet, or the touch of another’s hand against his.

“They sent her to Bliss and we never saw her again. We were never even informed when she died. If she died.” He shook his head, as if to shake off the bad memory. “Of course she did. There’s no technology on Bliss, no facilities, no help. It’s a prison planet, after all, and people live and die there like animals. I’ve transported some of them myself.”

He looked up and Moon saw clearly the pain on his face. She had to close her eyes briefly against its blinding intensity. She never guessed. When she came on board, she never knew that the tall, cool, contained captain of a combat-ready vessel carried such anguish in his heart.

“My father…my father said that, at the trial, she did nothing to save herself, but everything to save her family. She even spat in my father’s face, and called him an unthinking whelp of the Republic before they led her away. Because of her actions, her husband? my grandfather? and her children were spared her fate. But we always knew we were never forgotten.”

“They kept their eye on your family.” It was a statement, not a question.


“For years. Every time we thought they lost interest, something would happen that convinced us they were still watching us. A performance review of my father’s would be routed to Central Administration for no discernible reason, or my sister’s security clearance would get held up, even after she began work for a private communications company. When I told my father I wanted to join the Space Fleet, he didn’t object, because he thought I’d be thrown out on my ear within weeks. When that didn’t happen, he became more and more agitated, convinced that I was being set up for some nebulous Republic plot against the rest of the family.”

“And now?”

“He’s retired, but I think he’s a bit unhinged. He thinks every letter I send him has been somehow faked by the Republic Security Force and, most times, he refuses to answer because he thinks they’re trying to trick him into betraying the family. He’s still deathly afraid we’ll all be sent to Bliss.”

He clasped Moon’s hand between an open palm and the top of his closed fist and his voice strengthened. “Why my family’s ancient history matters now is that the Republic hasn’t ruled sabotage out as a possible cause of these accidents. And, as the grandson of Journi Thrijan, I’m an obvious suspect.”

It was on the tip of Moon’s tongue to reassure him, and say that surely they wouldn’t do anything without proof, but she hesitated. They didn’t have proof of perfidy at the Phyllis Science Centre either, and that hadn’t stopped them. All she could do was squeeze his fist, and it galvanised him into action. He exhaled noisily and dropped his hands from hers, straightening in his chair as he did so.

“But, of course, suspicion isn’t the same as accusation,” he told her in an artificially bluff voice. “Any fool can reasonably speculate that the laws of normal space don’t hold in hyperspace, and that perhaps the shift in creases is just a normal part of how that paraverse operates. You would think our government would start its investigations from the same assumption. The only problem is, you’d be wrong.”

“Will they relieve you of command?”

“I don’t think so. They’ve spent too much money on me? on training an officer of the Space Fleet and putting a ship under his command. But they’ll definitely be watching. Which is why, Moon,” his gaze sharpened, “it’s imperative that this experiment of yours works.”

Moon’s eyes widened. No, she didn’t want to be here again. All she wanted to do was work in safe anonymity as a brilliant researcher and applied stellar physicist. And that truly was all. She didn’t want to be remembered as a dissident, or someone who undermined the Republic. She couldn’t help Kad. She couldn’t help Srin. And now Drue was in the position of seeking what she didn’t have.

“It’s the first experiment of its kind, Drue—”

“Will it work?” he cut in.

She lifted her arms and let them fall, mirroring her helplessness. “Yes. In theory. But that’s what this trip is all about? to obtain more data, fine tune my equations.”

“But haven’t you been doing that for the past eight years? Isn’t that why the Science Directorate gave you this ship to begin with? To test what you’d been calculating for so long?” His voice was insistent.

Moon wanted to bury her head in her hands, to blot the look of feverish hope on Drue’s face from her mind.

“Yes,” she finally ground out, and the word seemed to echo through the room. She paused. “Yes, that’s why I’m aboard your ship. Do I think I can do it? Yes, I do. But I can’t give you what you want, Drue. I can’t tell you with one hundred percent certainty that it will work. I can only tell you that I’ll do my best.”

“I hope that’s good enough, Moon. I really do.”


 

She could feel her mind twisting, slowly aligning itself to a new reality. Moon looked up at the ceiling of her cabin, idly trying to find the line that indicated where one panel stopped and another began. First Kad’s cryptic comments, then Srin’s, now Drue’s confidences. Why, when she was previously so sure of what she was doing, was she revising her opinions now? What had changed?

Could it have been the years of bullying and questioning by officers of the Republic? Had it been that, and the desertion of her friends, that had turned her from a loyal supporter to a small scared mammal content to cower in a corner with her hands over her head? She remembered how pathetically grateful she was to have been given back her pet project, and shut her eyes in the dark, squeezing them tight until she saw stars behind her eyelids. The Republic had known exactly how to use her, by dangling the prospect of her old life in front of her, with its promises of fame and intellectual achievement.

Maybe Srin had not been so compliant. Maybe he had demanded a life with meaning, rather than the sterile one without meaning she led, and so that’s why they drugged him. Or maybe he was just too precious a resource to risk. As a brilliant astrophysicist, she might be rare, but there was probably only one Srin Flerovs in the entire galaxy.

And wasn’t it ironic that the person who was most under the Republic’s control was the one who planted the first, most powerful, doubt about what she was doing in her mind. Even Kad hadn’t managed to achieve what Srin had with one question.

Could it destroy a star system?

At one time, she thought she had it all figured out. She would succeed in re-igniting a star, present papers on what she had accomplished across Republic space, take a senior professorship at some prestigious institution, and rebuild her life. Maybe she could ignite the fire in her own self and destroy the chill that seemed permanently wrapped around her hibernating psyche. At one time, she considered herself intelligent, focused and committed.

And now here she was. She wasn’t sure what she was doing anymore. She knew she couldn’t help Srin—as she told him, and truly believed, they were both prisoners. But the expectations regarding her experiment weren’t clear-cut either. The consequences of a successful test, for herself personally and the galaxy at large, were not as compelling as they were even one month ago.

As if such ruminations weren’t bad enough, there was also a figurative itch in her groin that was driving her crazy. Srin again. She marvelled at how one human-sized package could cause such havoc.

Havoc. Loss of control. Oh, how she wanted to lose control with Srin Flerovs. She knew he didn’t think of himself as good-looking. The self-deprecating twist on the tail of his smiles, especially after a conversation with the handsome Drue Jeen, told her that much. But there was something about his lived-in face—the rugged features suggesting an abiding strength—coupled with his wide-shouldered build that hinted at determination and a reassuring solidity. And it didn’t hurt that he had proven his masculine appreciation of her time and time again. Every two days, in fact. She might have considered one flirtatious approach to be transiently flattering, but his steady ardour, as regular as clockwork, wore away at her resistance. How could a woman not appreciate such constant and abiding approbation?

And she was a woman, no matter that she herself had doubted it over the past few years. She kept to herself in the detention centres, aware of the dark stink of possible blackmail and coercion, and safely huddled behind mental walls of mathematics and science. She slowed her emotional responses until she thought she resembled a robot, impervious to sexual blandishments from members of the opposite or her own sex, content to sleepwalk through the months until final vindication. Even as she stepped aboard the Differential, she thought she still carried that solid casing of armour with her. But there was a chink. A sliver of fatigued casing that let in desire. Desire for Srin.


Slowly, her right hand moved down, under the waistband of her loose-fitting sleep pants. Her groin felt hot and damp. Had she drifted off, dreamt about him and forgotten it? Wouldn’t that just fit the on-off pace of their romance, she thought.

But it was a physical need that was driving Moon now, and she was determined to enjoy it. Her kinked hair was rough but she dipped below that with two fingers, parting her labia in one smooth movement. The hood of her clitoris was still dry, but as her fingers explored farther down, they touched silky wetness.

Dipping into that pool, she brought the moisture back to her clitoris, massaging it over and around the small nub, feeling it getting hard and erect. Would this be how Srin touched her? Would his masculine fingers be subtle in their wanderings, or direct? She matched imaginings to actions, spreading her legs so she could once more sink into the musky lubrication, and her breath caught in her throat. She couldn’t even remember the last time she had touched herself like this, let alone somebody else.

But, no, this wasn’t her. It was Srin plunging into her. It was him she could feel pressing against the wall of her vagina. She contracted against the welcome intrusion, consciously at first, and then her body took over, spasming rhythmically as she moaned.

She wanted to make it last, wanted to tease herself, bringing herself to the peak before stopping before the summit. She wanted to do that multiple times, building up the delicious tension. But it had been too long. Of its own volition, her hand withdrew and moved back to her swollen, wet clitoris, pressing and rubbing against it in short, fast strokes.

Moon opened her legs some more, bending them at the knees so they fell open, accentuating the posture of openness and availability, enhancing the feeling of sex and readying for penetration. The seam of her pants rubbed against the sensitive skin of her inner thighs, moving to touch her sex every now and then as she squirmed. She could almost believe it was someone else adding his caresses to feed the orgasm building inside her.

It couldn’t last, not the way she wanted and not for how long she wanted. Her body trembled, then bucked. Curt, frantic cries emerged from her throat as the climax took control. The friction against her clitoris was overwhelming, but Moon insistently maintained her punishing fingertip flicks, punishing herself for her lack of control. She continued convulsing, the overload of sensation delivering a too-brief reprieve, before the spasms hit again, now almost painful with pleasure.

With a gasp, she stopped and slowly withdrew her hand, licking herself off her fingers. She tasted bitter, as if the battle in her mind had translated into a physical undertaste.

With a sigh, she turned to her side and wished for sleep to come.








Chapter Ten



With an efficiency born of discipline, the Differential continued on its way the following afternoon. It had no choice. It was already beyond the halfway point of the voyage and Drue’s orders had been unequivocal? he had to get to the Suzuki Mass, and Moon Thadin had to real-test her theories.

The only bright point of Moon’s day was when Srin walked into the lab. This would have been Day-One Srin, but he approached her confidently and greeted her with a wide grin. She was left frozen and dumbstruck.

“You remember me,” she finally said. It was an incredibly inane remark, but the only one her stunned brain could form.

“Isn’t it wonderful?” he rejoined, the grin still slashing his face. “Day Three. And I can remember what happened on Days One and Two. It’s like being let out of a cage.”

Overcome, she flung her arms around him. At first it was just an expression of joy and relief? how she had worried herself to a restless sleep after her talk with Drue! But it soon changed into something more charged and elemental.

Srin nuzzled at her neck, and she felt his breath against her skin, brushing against the sensitive hair at her nape, and heard as he took a deep breath, as if wanting to fill his body with the scent of her. As if she was life to him. The thought melted what faint resistance there was in her, and she held his head in her hands as she lifted her lips to meet his.

It had been too long. Too many events, too much work, had intruded, pulling them apart when all Moon wanted was the touch of his hands on her body. She felt them now, large and capable, as they stroked her back and skimmed her hips. The argument they had on the eve of the Differential’s accident was forgotten.

“Life’s too short,” he whispered when she finally let his mouth escape her hungry kiss. “Forgive me for thinking otherwise.”

There was poetry in his quiet words, in the fluidity of his fingers as they kneaded her flesh, and even in the feel of his body pressing against hers—a primal, insistent poetry. It was a rhythm she wanted to lose herself in, with him.

“We shouldn’t be doing this,” she protested, but both of them knew there was no heat to her words. Her arms were now wound around his neck, and she was close enough to him to see tiny gold flecks in the grey depths of his eyes. It added a touch of fire to his usual calm.

“No, we shouldn’t.” This time it was he who captured her mouth, parting her lips and thrusting a hot tongue between them, finding, duelling, with hers, then withdrawing slightly so he could gently bite her bottom lip, pulling it, then kissing it before letting go.

“It might be a long time ago, but I think I remember how to kiss,” he teased. “How would you say I did?”

Moon pinned a mock frown on her face. “I think we’ll need to do more research,” she said, attempting to sound serious. “Initial data is inconclusive.”

He chuckled, a warm sound that started deep within his chest. “That’s all I need? a provocative scientist.”

She smiled, then slowly sobered. “We really need to get back to work,” she told him reluctantly, pulling her hands back. “There’s more at stake here than I realised.”

“Such as?”

Moon shook her head. She wasn’t comfortable sharing Drue’s conversation, even with Srin. “A lot depends on the work I do.”

“I’m sure it does.” She could plainly see he was curious, but he didn’t push her. “Let’s get back to it, then. I see you’ve had help moving the databanks back in position.”


“Drue sent down a work crew this morning.” She herself had wondered where Srin was while this was happening. His helpfulness was something she had taken for granted. When she didn’t have it, she felt its loss keenly.

“I was in the infirmary,” he explained. Had he read her mind?

She stopped the reflexive clenching of her jaw and kept her voice pleasant. “And how is he?”

“He keeps dropping in and out of consciousness, although I think that’s just a side-effect of the medication he’s taking. He was awake for an hour this morning, but didn’t say anything important.” There was a grim tightening at the edge of his eyes as he told her, and she wondered if he really cared that much for Savic. What was that ancient legend about coming to care for one’s captor?

“Well, I hope he starts to feel better soon.” She knew her words sounded lacklustre, but they were the best she could muster, and she tried not to remember the less-charitable thoughts that often invaded her mind.

It turned out to be a necessary but essentially useless day. The databanks, as Srin noted, had been moved back into their proper positions, and the lab had been reconnected to the ship’s main energy grid. But that didn’t mean they could start up work again, continuing where they had left off. Diagnostics needed to be run on each of the information units, to check that every bit of information was still exactly where it should be, and not lost in some electronic netherworld. So, one by one, she and Srin kicked off the series of data and storage medium integrity tests, the ones she hadn’t got to before he arrived. Then it was a case of sitting, worrying and waiting.

“Do you really remember the past two days?” Moon asked, as the shipboard afternoon slipped into evening.

“Everything. All the details. Crystal clear in my head.” He frowned. “It’s a bit disconcerting, because I wasn’t expecting such clarity. I had got used to the fuzziness in my head, as though my brain was wrapped in insulation. And now…” He shrugged, obviously unable to put into words exactly how he felt.

She, too, felt a little uneasy. Of course it was wonderful news that he retained his memories of two days ago. From the looks of things, Savic was the only person who was entrusted? or let himself be entrusted? with delivering Srin’s regular dose of drugs.

The common sense in her insisted that no person could be on such a regimented medical schedule for almost twenty years without suffering some side-effects. It just wasn’t logical. Yet, here was Srin, upright and ambulatory, with that same knock-out smile lighting his face, that same toe-curling intensity in his eyes, those same kiss-me creases dimpling his cheeks. All she wanted to do was put her frontal lobe on standby and give in to every dirty thought her animal brain could come up with.

“We should get something to eat,” she suggested. It was early, but she was thinking of getting one ritual out of the way so they could perhaps start on another.

His lips twitched. “I think that’s a good idea. Maybe I could go get something for us.”

She didn’t hide the gratitude in the look she shot him. With everything else going on aboard the Differential, there would be no cloth-draped table, exquisitely cooked dishes or pilfered wine to consume. The only option was to go to one of the canteens, and the soldiers already looked grim enough to Moon without throwing the latest mishap into the mix.

“I can’t guarantee I’ll return with anything edible,” he teased, “but I’ll try my best.”


He left and while he was gone Moon checked the interim results of the databank diagnostics. Unlike the Differential? and Drue? it appeared that her luck still held. The fusion crucible in the cargo bay was fine and now it looked like all her data and equations had come through equally unscathed. But, rather than relieved, she was more than a little disappointed.

Despite her best intentions of feigning ignorance, the truth could no longer be ignored. The Republic didn’t want her research because they wanted to nurture life. They wanted it because they wanted to destroy it. All this time, in an effort to recapture her old life, she had tuned out every wisp of dissent, telling herself that what she was doing was noble and pure, and that the Republic regarded what she was trying to do in the same light. But now, she knew she had been deluding herself. The pieces of the puzzle were too big, too obvious, to continue ignoring.

She knew of the ruthlessness of her government. Even before she felt the personal touch of their casual brutality, she had heard stories of dissident scientists who suddenly disappeared, of protests mercilessly crushed. She understood why Kad Minslok had taken the opportunity to flee, rather than plead his case, because she knew that the only other choice open to him was lifetime imprisonment on the hellhole Bliss. Or execution.

But now the mountain of evidence was too great to ignore. Where did she begin in tabulating the Republic’s latest excesses? In Srin, a man with startling abilities who had to be subdued, had to have his entire life taken away from him, in case he risked walking away? In Hen, who basked in reflected glory while he happily drugged a fellow being, content to continue for as long as he collected accolades for work he had never done? In Drue, who had to prove himself and his loyalty over and over again, because of the compassion of his grandmother?

She thought back to the Phyllis Centre, to the sparse layout of the lab, the databanks that were dwarfed by the ones that now surrounded her. And she remembered Kad, one of the most brilliant researchers she had ever met, driven to plot against the government by a burning need that she was only now beginning to comprehend.

So, while she was professionally pleased that her work had survived the accident intact, she couldn’t be happy about it. Part of her now wished that, at the very least, the crucible had cracked or the databanks scrambled. That would give her an excuse to terminate her research while she figured out what to do. But such a respite would only be won at the possible expense of Drue’s freedom. She had stood by helpless and uncomprehending while Kad evaded the Security Force, but she would not be a willing party to another’s imprisonment.

By herself, she didn’t think she could make a stand against the Republic. Stand? Who was she kidding? She wasn’t thinking about defiant resistance, she was thinking about escape. As a lone scientist with scant resources, there was little she could do. But perhaps if she and Srin planned an escape together, there was the faint hope it could work.

The more she thought about it, the more it made sense. Srin was intelligent, quick-witted and resourceful. He had proven all that when he confided in her that he knew something was wrong, despite the constant drugging he was subjected to. Neither of them had detailed knowledge of the Differential. So they couldn’t exploit any of its weaknesses? if it had any. But she was sure that, between the two of them, they would think of something.

Dare she hope for another accident, one that didn’t throw immediate suspicion on Drue? Or an unexpected incident they could exploit? maybe being attacked by the pirate bands that sometimes roamed Republic space, or a distress signal from a planet along their modified route.

The door slid open and Srin entered. He lifted the blue trays he was carrying into the air and shot her a lopsided grin as he approached.


“It’s not much above rations, from the looks of things,” he told her as he set the trays down. They were compartmentalised and filled with a variety of dishes. It didn’t look as appetising as the previous dinners she’d had with Srin and Drue, but it still smelt good? so much so that her stomach rumbled.

“Looks fine to me,” she reassured him, and they started eating.

It was only near the end of the meal that she worked up enough courage to broach the subject that had consumed her while he was away. She started the conversation obliquely.

“Are you sure your memory’s fine?”

He looked up at her, his expression lightening and his eyes creasing in an effort to placate her worries. Was she that obvious? “It seems to be functioning perfectly,” he told her. “I can remember our argument, for example.”

He grinned as she felt herself flush.

“And all the stupid things I said. I can remember the kiss we exchanged. I’m not sure if there’s anything else of importance to recollect.”

She bit her bottom lip to temper her amusement and keep her mind on track. “And there seem to be no side-effects from the drugs Hen pumped you with?”

“However he did it.” Srin shrugged. “I still haven’t figured that out. But no.”

That didn’t really make sense, but Moon wasn’t about to turn down any scrap of good luck, not if it meant they could somehow escape their latest prison.

“Do you want to escape?” she asked, breathless.

Srin put down his cutlery with deliberate movements. When he looked at her again, his gaze pierced her with its intensity. His silent answer was unmistakable.

“Are you sure about this?” he asked.

Yes, there was no doubt he wanted to slip the Republic’s choke chain, but it was also obvious that he wasn’t confident about her own motivations.

“They’ll use my research to destroy people,” she told him quietly. “You were right. I can see that now.”

“What changed your mind?”

“Time. Time to think. Time to get over my own blindness.”

“It will mean leaving your work behind,” he warned.

Her small laugh was shaky. “Believe me, this is one line of research I’ll be happy to stop.”

“And your friends and family.”

“They ceased mattering to me a long time ago,” she said sadly.

“They’ll come after us,” he insisted. “We could be condemned to Bliss.”

“I know. But they’ll have to find us first.” She heard a determination in her voice she didn’t realise she had.

He smiled at her. The effect was like a punch in the gut. She knew then that she would do anything to have him by her side, smiling at her like that. Smiling, and putting every gram of his feelings for her into the searing passion of his gaze. She didn’t know how it happened? she hadn’t wanted it to happen? but she had fallen in love with Srin Flerovs. The insight made it even more imperative that they escape because, after this set of experiments was over, Srin would be moved to another project. She might not ever see him again. It seemed inconceivable a few scant months ago, but she was willing to give up her life’s work to ensure she stayed by his side. And it looked like that was exactly what was required. The truth of it was, she didn’t mind.

“What should we do now?” The query was innocent enough, but Moon smiled when she saw the glint in his eyes.

“My cabin is close by,” she said. “I’m sure we’ll think of something.”


The walk to her cabin was sedate enough, but they fell into each other’s arms the moment the door slid closed behind them. It was a storm unleashing, their lips clashing, tasting, sucking, separating reluctantly while items of clothing were unceremoniously disposed of, before coming together again. Moon felt hot and shivery at the same time as Srin pushed her onto her bed.

“I wish I could tell you I’ve thought of doing this a thousand times,” he said sadly as he stroked her hair. “I’m sure I have.”

She put a forefinger to his lips. “Hush. I just want you to kiss me again.”

He groaned and gathered her in his arms, the muscles tightening against her. He kissed the edges of her mouth first, planting the gentlest of caresses against the margins of her lips, before finally capturing her mouth again. The passion in his embrace made her gasp. Srin couldn’t remember the past few weeks of their relationship, but he made up for it in the way he kissed her, using his tongue to tease her, withdrawing then tightening contact, moving his hand down the back of her body until he cupped her naked backside and pulled it against him.

She felt his hardness everywhere, in the press of his chest against her breasts and the hand at her hip with its insistent pressure. She felt it in his arms as he held her, in his thighs as they strained against her, and in the erection that nestled in her groin. The only place she didn’t feel his hardness was inside her, as his tongue played coyly with hers, teasing and tantalising. She had never considered her mouth an erogenous zone before but could feel desire building within her as he continued his play, as if the rest of their bodies didn’t exist, as if every nerve of her being was concentrated on a small area of skin, soft and pliant on the outside, smooth and moist on the inside. She moaned and he deepened his kiss, becoming more demanding, and she finally felt the bite of his fingers against her flesh.

She moved her hands, letting them travel up the muscled striations of his arms, tracing the width of his shoulders before burying them in the softness of his silky brown hair.

“I want you,” she told him, moving her legs apart. “I want you inside me.”

He moved but, instead of his cock, his finger entered her, sliding smoothly on a thick film of lubrication that told him she was aroused and ready for him. He pulled out his finger, then slid in two. Moon felt herself stretch to accommodate him. Her spasm was reflexive, pulsing against him and he exhaled heavily at her clenched wetness. He gathered her wetness on his fingers and anointed her erect clitoris with it and she moaned at the heightened feeling her moisture provided, closing her eyes as he circled the sensitive nub of flesh, passing the erotic massage to his thumb while he plunged his two fingers back inside her.

Moon clung to his shoulders, her fingernails biting into his skin, unable to stop the shock of small convulsions that rocked her body. How long had it been since another person had touched her so intimately, since she had shared her body? She tried to stifle a cry but it emerged, startled and wondrous, from her mouth as she flung her head back.

“It feels…so wonderful…” she gasped. She wanted to say more, to tell him what he was doing was magical, not to stop, yes stop because she wanted a different part of his anatomy inside her, but the ability to string more than two coherent words together fled her mind.

She moved impatiently, thrusting against his fingers, lifting her hips off the bed in a blatant invitation, as another series of gentle convulsions rocked her body. She felt sexual release building up inside her, and her moans grew more frantic. Somehow, she needed to tell him that his fingers weren’t enough, but her brain wasn’t working. Still, there must have been some primal communication going on, because? as yet another series of soft convulsions rocked her? he quickly withdrew his fingers and replaced them with him.


His cock was hard and velvet-soft at the same time, a carnal pleasure-giving pressure that stroked along the slick walls of her sex. The coiling of intense feeling when he had withdrawn his fingers was building up inside her again. Srin’s long strokes were adding to the pressure, his movements pushing her buttocks against the soft coverlet beneath her, forcing herself to push back against him, heightening the climax-inducing friction of him thrusting into her.

And then it gripped her and she lost all sense of reality. The orgasm rippled through her body. She clenched her hands tightly against the flesh under her fingers, uncaring of any injury she caused, aware only of the waves of mindless pleasure that swamped all reason in its path. She was only dimly aware of Srin’s cries joining her own, of his own rhythm quickening as he, too, fell into the throes of a climax.

It didn’t go on for long enough; she wanted to lose herself in those sensually satisfying billows forever, but eventually she opened her eyes to the dimness of her cabin, Srin’s skin? now glossy with his sweat? still beneath her clenched hands. With an embarrassed half smile, she loosened her hold and tried massaging the flesh instead, contrite with her own thoughtlessness.

Still towering over her, Srin reached up with his right hand, grabbed her hand and kissed it, his lips landing a dainty caress on each of her fingers before he rolled onto his side. As she had known in reality as well as in her fantasies, he was considerate and sensitive, gently brushing errant tendrils of dark hair from her face and resting the weight of one heavy hand on her abdomen while he steadied his breathing.

“That was wonderful,” he said, nuzzling her ear. “Stupendous. Fantastic. So wonderful in fact—” he nipped at her ear lobe, “—I think I could try for a repeat performance.”

She pulled back and looked at him. The faint light picked up the contours of his features, highlighting his smile and making his eyes glitter.

“Are you sure?” she asked gently. She quirked one eyebrow in challenge and knew he saw it when he chuckled.

“Try me.”








Chapter Eleven



They made love two more times that night, before Moon finally fell asleep. Despite the narrowness of the bunk, she never felt so relaxed or comfortable in her life. As she drifted off, she considered what they could do, and hoped something would happen soon that they could use to begin their escape.

She woke to the sensation of someone kissing her shoulder. She stretched, extending her limbs like a cat, then stopped with a grimace. Parts of her body ached, delicious and discomfiting at the same time.

“Is anything the matter?” a husky male voice asked from behind her, his breath tickling her ear.

She slipped out of his arms and got to her feet, grabbing the discarded tunic that lay on the floor, whether hers or his, it didn’t matter. She didn’t consider herself puritanical, but neither was she an exhibitionist. In fact, she felt shy.

“No, I just…” She shrugged hesitantly.

Now that he had the whole bunk to himself, Srin stretched out, eyeing her speculatively as he clasped his hands and placed them behind his head. He looked relaxed and was unaware of the effect he was having on Moon. The posture stretched his body, emphasising the muscles in his arms and his taut torso. She felt liquid build around her tongue? was her mouth actually watering?? as her gaze swept his body, over his solid thighs, well-formed calves and down to his bare feet. The highlights and shadows of his body invited more exploration. Considering he must be in his forties, he was in superb shape.

He was unashamed of his nakedness, unashamed of the arousal that rose temptingly from a nest of dark caramel curls. She had to hold herself back from striding forward and impaling herself on its length and riding him to climax. She had done that with him during the night, their gasps loud in the cabin’s dark stillness, and she yearned to do it again. She flushed at the direction her thoughts were taking, and Srin’s gaze sharpened.

“Could my intrepid scientist possibly be embarrassed?” he asked, a teasing glint in his eye.

She turned away, but knew she wasn’t fooling anybody. “We have to get to work.” She tried to say it crisply, but it came out more as a half-hearted plea.

He rose from the bed in seconds, coming to stand before her. “What’s the matter?” he asked gently. “Did I hurt you somehow?”

“No, no.” She shook her head. “It’s me.” She laughed brokenly. “You may not believe me, but it’s not often I find such an unabashed male body in my bed.”

He smiled and held her close. “And may you never be without, my darling Moon.”

They got dressed for work leisurely, in between long kisses. They joked over breakfast as Srin repeated the ritual of the night before, taking the used trays back to one of the ship’s canteens and returning with hot meals for them both.

The night had its effects on them. Srin was a leashed bundle of energy, even more so than normal. And it was with an uncharacteristic reluctance that Moon started work.

The dilemma of her research still faced her. She was even more certain now that she didn’t want to successfully complete her experiments and hand the Republic a weapon of devastating power. But neither did she want to jeopardise Drue. If only they could find a way to escape the Republic’s clutches in some way that didn’t involve Drue directly.


It was too difficult a problem to contemplate that morning, not while her body still ached from the previous night’s exertions. How could she have forgotten how wonderful it felt to have another’s hands stroking her body? All she could think about was another night of passion with Srin? and restarting the work she had come on board to complete. She was sure something would happen before the final test. It had to.

The diagnostics from the databanks came back clear. Moon pulled up the latest set of equations on one of the clearboards, comparing it to the most recent set of experimental data from the heavy-water tank. The scattered nature of the info-maps told her there was something wrong with her mid-line assumptions. It was still niggling at her after they broke for lunch and resumed work.

“I’m not happy with the gravitational wave calculations,” she mused, tapping one finger absently against her front teeth. “The data is still all over the place. We’ll need to be a lot more precise if we want this to work.” She swapped her attention from the theory to the results, then back again.

“The angular velocity was simple to compute,” she continued, thinking out loud, “so it can’t be that. Maybe it’s my tensor calculations.” She turned. “Srin, I wonder if we could—”

The words died in her throat.

Srin was at one of the far consoles, managing the tank’s inputs. He tried to flash her a reassuring smile, but failed. Even from metres away, she saw the tremors that wracked his body in waves, and the sweat oozing from his pores. There were dark patches on his clothes and his forearms were a mass of clenched cords, his fingers grasping the console’s edge, as if holding on for dear life.

Whatever she intended to say fled her mind as she rushed to him. She reached out to touch him and was surprised at how clammy his skin felt.

“What’s happening?” she asked, anxiously, but was afraid she already knew the answer.

No, please. It can’t all go wrong. Not when I’ve finally been shown a faint ray of hope.

“It must be the drugs. Withdrawal,” he said, swallowing convulsively. His hair was spiky with sweat, and his eyes dark with pain. She knew he was striving to make his voice sound casual, to lighten the effect of what he was saying, but his death-grip on the console’s edge and the tremors that continued to wrack his body told a different story.

“I need to get you to the infirmary,” she told him, moving to support his back and shoulders with one arm.

“No!” He was looking down at the floor, as though he was on the verge of collapse, but his voice was firm. “If you do that, I’m right back at the beginning.” His words were wavering, as he fought his body’s reaction to the drug’s withdrawal. “I won’t.” He grabbed a frantic breath. “Go back. To how. I was.”

“Srin, we don’t know what withdrawal means. You’ve been taking these drugs for almost twenty years.”

“Never. Willingly.”

“No,” she said, “I understand that. But,” she stressed through gritted teeth, “it could kill you.”

His voice was heavy. “I don’t. Care.”

Moon stepped back and took a deep breath, unsure of what to do next. Every instinct screamed at her to get him to a doctor, regardless of how he felt about it. She watched as the tremors got more violent, shaking him where he stood. She knew the only thing that stopped him collapsing on the floor was his clawed grip on the console. Never before had she so regretted her choice of study? if she had chosen a biotechnology field, instead of stellar mechanics, there was a hope that she’d know how to help him, find a way to lessen the shocks rippling through his body. But she was a physicist—her area of specialty was outside the human body rather than inside it. She was frantic. And useless.

“Come to my cabin,” she urged. “You can rest there for a while.”


He nodded, and let her help him walk across the lab and down the short corridor to her quarters. It was an indication of how weak he felt, how much the drug’s withdrawal was affecting him, that he let Moon bear his weight. She struggled, zigzagging her way to temporary sanctuary as she led him there.

Once safely in her cabin, she eased him onto her bed and brought the coverlet over his trembling body. He curled up instinctively in a foetal position, facing away from her. She heard his teeth chatter.

What should she do? At least now he was out of view of any casual visitors to the lab, but Moon didn’t know how long that could go on. She could make an excuse that he was checking something for her in the cargo bay, or getting some food, but she was sure the pretence wouldn’t hold for more than a day or so. Savic, for example, was bound to ask after him sooner or later.

But she understood his reluctance to go to the infirmary. Once he was back in the clutches of loyal soldiers of the Republic, there would be no hesitation in getting him back on his previous medication schedule. And he would be lost to her once more.

Still, she wondered as she watched him shake under the blanket, was that any worse than what was happening now?

Licking her lips, she exited the cabin and cast only one quick glance at the floor near the tank’s console. Luckily, the dark material was difficult to stain? there was no sign that someone had stood there, sweating profusely. She turned to the nearest clearboard, the one displaying the info-map of the last set of data results, but the dots and characters danced before her eyes. She blinked heavily, bringing everything back into focus. Maybe if she thought of something else for a moment, allowed her subconscious some room to cogitate, a way out of the current crisis would occur to her. Maybe if she got back to her tensor calculations, her subconscious would be free to work on a solution to Srin’s problem.

The afternoon ticked away on slow feet, with Moon having to restrain herself from checking on Srin every five minutes. After two hours, she was sure she looked as ragged as she felt. Her calculations had gone nowhere, her mind instead running round and round in circles. For the twentieth time, she ran through and discarded the small number of people who could be trusted to help her? Drue, and perhaps the medical doctor Jonez. Plus two of the engineers who had seemed sympathetic enough whenever she visited the crucible, although she knew that was stretching things a lot. She couldn’t attempt an escape via one of the emergency pods. Even if she knew where they were and could get there unseen, a pod would be picked up in minutes. And escaping while the Differential was in hyperspace just wasn’t an option, it was more like suicide.

She entered her cabin and stood at the door, staring down at Srin’s figure. He had fallen into a fitful sleep an hour ago but, even unconscious, his body continued reacting to the absence of the drug. He had also started running a fever and she needed to only approach him, put a hand close without even touching him, to know that it raged higher. She may not have known much about medicine but she knew that a sustained high temperature could result in brain damage. The Republic would not want him then, after the fever had run its course. What kind of life would be left to him?

Srin, without full use of that wonderful light-speed mind. It didn’t bear thinking about. Moon moved away softly, hating herself for what she was thinking. But it looked as if she had no choice.


 

Moon faltered at the lip of the infirmary, her steps slowing as she neared the door. Was there something she’d overlooked? Some small avenue of rescue or treatment that she hadn’t thought of? A soldier carelessly brushed against her as he walked past her along the corridor, snapping her back to the terrible present. No, there was no way around this. There was only one way to save Srin.

She took a breath, squared her shoulders and walked in. Jonez was the medical doctor on duty. He looked up from his desk as she entered, giving her a small, professional smile.

“Is there something I can do for you, Dr. Thadin?”

“Er, how is Dr. Savic doing?” She hated even having the man’s name pass her lips.

“Quite well. He should be well enough to be discharged in a few days, although his recuperation will be a lot slower.”

“No permanent damage then?” she asked, keeping her voice light.

“None that our technology couldn’t cope with.”

“Is he…can he accept visitors?”

Jonez rose from behind his desk. “He still tires easily, but I’m sure he’d be more than happy to exchange a few words with you.”

I wouldn’t count on it, Moon thought to his back as Jonez led her to a small ward off the main patient reception area. There were only two beds in the room, and one was empty. In the other, Savic slumbered peacefully. His dark skin, previously bearing a sickly grey tone, looked healthy, a startling contrast to the pure-white medical sheets that were tucked around him and over his chest. The bunk was angled so he looked like he was half-sitting, and a squarish blinking tube taped to his upturned forearm indicated he was still under medication.

How much strength would it take, she wondered, to throttle the man to death? And could she do it before the rest of the medical staff came running? Lurid fantasies overwhelmed her imagination before she pushed them away. She tried pinning a smile on her face as she walked to the bunk, but it was clenched and gritted by the time she stood next to Savic. Behind her, Moon heard Jonez walk away.

“Dr. Savic, can you hear me?”

She had to ask a second time before Savic’s eyelids flickered open.

“Ye—” His eyes focused on her and his voice strengthened. “Dr. Thadin, is that you?”

“Yes it is. I hear you’re recovering well.”

“The medical facilities aboard this ship are impressive,” he said haltingly, but with a smile. “I’ll have to commend Captain Jeen on his crew’s efficiency.” He frowned. “How’s Srin?”

Moon’s hands, limp at her sides, clenched into fists. “Not well.”

Savic shook his head. “I’m sorry. I never expected the accident. He must be—what day is it?”

She didn’t even pretend to misunderstand. “Day four.”

“Four!” Savic looked agitated, his limbs thrashing, until an obvious slash of pain hit him, freezing him and causing him to fall limply back on the mattress. “No,” he said, and beads of sweat popped on his forehead. “He can’t go without his—”

Drug, fix, pharmaceutical control, choke chain, Moon thought savagely.

“—medication for so long. He must be given….” He paused, exhausted, then exhaled noisily.

“Where is it?” she asked, not caring if anger coloured her question.

He looked at her, his gaze holding a mixture of puzzlement and distrust. “You would give it to him?”

“He’s got a high temperature, Doctor. There could be damage to him if I don’t do something soon. I need that drug.”


Savic closed his eyes and relaxed. His words came easier. “Of course. We retrofitted the fever effect and inserted it into his DNA. It’s triggered by three days of drug absence. If he doesn’t get his medication by the end of day five, his hyperpyrexia? a fever in excess of forty-one degrees? accelerates and permanent brain damage ensues.”

The hairs on Moon’s arms and neck stood up as his words penetrated her brain.

“You bastard,” she ground out, and was never closer to killing another person as she was at that moment.

“If he wasn’t going to be of use to us,” Savic said, his eyes still closed, “then he wasn’t going to be of use to anybody. We wrapped the benzodiazepine around an anti-virus core. The core will bring down his fever.” It must have been the medication that made Savic so garrulous. Moon couldn’t imagine him sharing such details with her on a normal basis.

“So, no drug, no anti-virus,” she concluded.

He coughed and grimaced at the pain it obviously caused. “Yes,” he said huskily.

“Where is it?” she demanded. She could almost hear the seconds ticking away.

“He has a locker in the gym. I always make sure the proper equipment is ready for him, and I make sure he gets the correct towels. The day one towels are white. The day two towels are green.”

The medication was in the towels? Moon frowned. “But lots of people handle the towels. How could you get them laundered, cleaned?”

“The virus is already inside him, waiting to be triggered. The benzodiazepine hybrid has a DNA-binder, tuned to Srin. It doesn’t affect anyone else.”

Moon was glad now she hadn’t given in to the temptation to rifle through Savic’s cabin. Even if Drue agreed to grant her access, she wouldn’t have known what to look for. And the loss of valuable time while she searched could have had disastrous effects on Srin.

He opened his eyes. “Will you do it? Give him the green towel. That will reset his system and bring down the fever.”

“He’ll be destroyed if I don’t.”

The gratitude on his face was unfeigned. “Thank you. I won’t forget your cooperation.”

Moon didn’t stay to hear any more words that would make her want to throw up. She asked a puzzled Jonez where the ship’s gym was located and hurried there at a half run. It was in a part of the ship she had never been to before, and she had to ask for additional directions from several soldiers she met along the way. Was this all part of a strategy, she wondered frantically? the apparent lack of straight, logical, multi-branched corridors, in favour of dead ends and curves? Was it intended to confuse enemy soldiers who might board the ship? It was certainly confusing her. Meanwhile, Srin was in her cabin, burning up with fever.

The gym was full of equipment and divided into sections. She ignored the speculative glances of those present and moved from room to room, quickly scanning the walls for evidence of lockers. She finally found what she was looking for, just before a sign that led to the showers. At first, she wondered how she would know which locker belonged to whom? she had forgotten to ask Savic in her haste? but was relieved to see names beneath each touch lock. Near the end, in the bottom row, she saw the name “Flerovs” and squatted down.

What if it was locked? Would she need to go back and force herself to talk to Savic again? Would he remember where the key was? Or was it in Srin’s possession? She hoped not; she had no confidence in getting any lucid information out of the man shivering in her bed. She pressed the panel to open the locker and, to her relief, it slid up noiselessly.

Inside were two neat piles of towels, white on her left, green on her right.

The day one towels are white. The day two towels are green.


That meant that the white ones were clean, free of the drug. While the soft, sage-green material contained the drug. How easy that made administration. Srin? with the memories of only two days? would think nothing of taking a green towel from his handler instead of the white. The gentle colour was camouflage for a lifetime of imprisonment and she knew she would never be able to look at that colour again without remembering.

She reached for the towel, then hesitated. Savic told her the drug would affect Srin, and no one else, due to its DNA-binder. But she couldn’t forget its devastating effects, both when it was delivered and when it was withheld. Before she could think of any more excuses, she grabbed one of the towels, closed the locker and strode away.

What she was doing was wrong. Srin had trusted her with his secret knowledge, had loved her with his body. And now she felt like a traitor. Her grip tightened involuntarily on the towel. If only there was another way.

Maybe she could appeal to Jonez. As a doctor, he had an oath to uphold. But counterbalancing that were the orders of the Space Fleet and the wishes of the Science Directorate—plus his own well-being. Under such pressure, a vow to preserve life was worth little more than a flimsy tissue. And even if he did agree to help, who knew how long it would take to wean Srin from the drug’s virulent effects? Days? Weeks? Time enough for Savic to appeal to higher authorities? No matter; any authorities would certainly overrule the objections of a scientist and a doctor.

Then there was Drue, with his driving need to ensure his mission was a success, lest the sword of persecution fall on him and his family once more. She knew he would not be party to any plan she thought up. The consequences for him were too dire.

The corridors looked more familiar as she hurried to her lab and into her cabin, hoping that Srin had somehow rallied while she was away.

It wasn’t to be.

If anything, the tremors rattling his body were more violent than before she left. She knelt by the side of her bed, watching him with worried eyes. His eyes were squeezed shut, but with such force that she was sure he was awake. The golden glow of his skin looked pale and sickly. Sweat matted his hair, dripped down his face and made ever-expanding dark patches on his clothes.

She couldn’t bear to see him like this. Even if she hadn’t fallen in love with him, the agony that was consuming him should not be inflicted on anyone.

He propped open one eye, and she saw pain dulling its usual silvered brilliance.

“Would you. Care to join. Me?” he asked raggedly, trying to dredge up a smile from somewhere deep within him.

Moon almost burst into tears.

“Maybe after you’re better,” she replied, trying to sound casual. “I might wear you out.”

The smile widened, but she knew how much it cost him when he had to close his eyes again to maintain it.

“Promises, promises,” he whispered.

“Hush.”

Tears welled in her eyes and ran down her cheeks. She smoothed the hair back from his forehead, the strands full of salty moisture that clung to her skin.

“I love you,” she told him softly.

He said nothing, but his free hand searched blindly for hers and held it tightly against his scalp.

And Moon, her vision blurring with tears, picked up the sage-green towel and wiped the sweat from his forehead.








Chapter Twelve



It was done, and now she was as complicit as the Republic she was starting to loathe. And as trapped as she was before.

After she wiped Srin’s face, she persuaded him to catch a quick shower in her bathroom, then put him to bed again. Even as she watched, his fever seemed to ease and the sleep he drifted into was more peaceful than before. She tore herself away with a jerk and went back to her lab, the taste of bile bitter in her mouth.

She had saved his life only to destroy it—his and hers. But what was the alternative? To keep him hidden until his brain dissolved into a jumbled mess? Savic would get off scot-free, while she, Drue and Srin suffered the consequences.

And now she was back to square one. No, worse, because even her comfortable illusions had been stripped from her. There was nothing left but to continue her research and hope that, somehow, an avenue of escape could be found.

Driven, she worked through the night, feverishly mapping data to theory, her hand almost a blur as it scribbled notes, partial equations and number fragments on every clear centimetre of space. When she filled one clearboard, she sent it straight to memory, copying only the most complex of calculations to a summary pane for Srin to compute. Time flew by as she ruthlessly purged her mind of everything except the fission packet’s parameters. She would not think of Hen Savic, or Srin Flerovs. Not of Kad Minslok’s beliefs or Drue Jeen’s sadness.

A sound caught her ear. Startled, she swivelled in its direction. Srin was standing at the opening to the corridor to her quarters, leaning against the jamb. He looked tired, but he also looked better, almost back to his normal self. His caramel skin had lost its sickly overtone, and his eyes were bright and alert. He wore only a pair of pants. She gave herself over to the luxury of running her gaze down his body and over the tight muscles of his abdomen before moving back to his face.

When he smiled, her heart almost broke. It was friendly, but impersonal.

“I’m sorry to be a bother,” he said, “but I can’t quite remember how I ended up here.” He looked around the lab. “Is Hen here?”

She put down the marker and approached him. He seemed unconcerned by her appraisal and, in fact, was looking her up and down himself. She smiled sadly when she saw the familiar spark of appreciation in his eyes.

“Dr. Savic has been injured,” she told him.

He appeared not to be listening as he cocked his head to one side. “Don’t I know you?”

Her breath caught. She knew he would remember Hen Savic because the man was such an intrinsic part of the past two decades of his life that he had wormed his way into Srin’s very consciousness. But what about her? Did he really recall a wraith of Moon Thadin, or did she merely remind him of someone else?

“I don’t think so.” She stuck out her hand. “I’m Moon Thadin. I’m a stellar mechanic. Dr. Savic has assigned you to act as my assistant.”

His smile widened as he took her hand in his strong grip. “A pleasure to meet you, Moon Thadin.” And she knew he meant it. “I see you’re hard at work already.”

“I couldn’t sleep,” she replied dismissively.

“I obviously did.” He looked down at himself and spread his hands. “And well, too, because I can’t remember where I left the rest of my clothes.”

“Your quarters are a little walk from here. I can take you there if you wish.”


“You mean,” he shot a glance down the corridor he’d just walked along, “these aren’t?”

“No, I’m afraid not.”

“Then whose are they? Where did I just spend the night?”

She blushed and his gaze sharpened. “My cabin,” she said shortly.

His expression sobered. There was no amusement, but an intensity that discomfited and excited her at the same time. “I see.”

“I’ll see you to your quarters,” she said again. “You can get changed and come back here. I’ll make sure there’s some breakfast waiting for you.”

“Thank you, er….”

“Dr. Thadin,” she said firmly. “The name’s Dr. Thadin.”

He nodded and she led him out of the lab.

 

Maybe it was emotional overload. That was the only reason Moon could think of as to why she seemed so calm. She got through the rest of the day by stepping both of them through the frenzy of work she’d lost herself in overnight. At long last, she could see a glimmer at the end of the tunnel. It was all starting to make sense. The equations were clicking together like pieces of a jigsaw.

Unlike the rest of her life.

At the end of the day, Srin asked her out for dinner and she choked out a reply that she still had a lot of work ahead of her. He seemed to accept this even though he looked disappointed. That was the only moment where there was the very real possibility that she might lose her self-control and start bawling all over him.

Srin offered to help with her evening computations, but Moon turned him down. She kept on working, long after he had left, driving herself as hard as she’d done the night before. Finally, exhausted, she fell asleep in the clothes she’d been working in.

She woke the next morning with gritty eyes but—thankfully—no memories of any disturbing dreams. Later that day—day two! So soon!—Savic limped in on a walking stick, shooting a grateful glance at her.

“Thank you for looking after Srin for me,” he said with his characteristic rumble.

She didn’t want to answer him so she only nodded curtly and turned her attention back to her boards. But Savic wasn’t finished with her yet.

“Where is Srin?” he asked, limping up to her.

“Down in the cargo bay. He’s setting up a simulation exercise for me.”

She flicked a glance at him long enough to see his eyes brighten. “So soon? Things must be going well.”

“It all came together over the past couple of days.” She clenched her jaw and kept her gaze away from his hulking figure, willing him to go away, but he seemed determined to stay. She was, she decided, doomed to never get what she wanted.

“You must have been very busy, between the accident, your work and, ah, seeing to Srin.”

The way he said it made it seem sordid and cheap. She looked him full in the face, angry and indignant. “And what the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing.” Savic held up one hand and looked appropriately shocked. “I thought, it just seemed obvious, that there was something going on between you and Srin. Even Captain Jeen noticed it.”

Moon’s anger shifted to chagrin.

“I’m glad Srin’s formed an attachment to you,” Savic continued in a rush. “It would have made the last few days a lot easier on him.”


“Easier than having his brain turned to jelly, you mean?” She was damned if she was going to stand there and have Savic view her as an ally. Not when she hated everything he stood for. What she had done, was done for Srin’s sake, not for the convenience of the Republic.

His lips tightened as he saw that the truce he obviously thought they had was only a figment of his imagination. And he demonstrated that he was more perceptive than she had thought. “Whatever reasons you may have had for doing what you did, Dr. Thadin, served your purposes as well as it did the Republic’s.”

Moon wanted to lash out at him, tell him that he was as rancid and corrupt as the government he worked for with such relish. But if she did that, there was not a single doubt in her mind that Savic would have her name at the top of a report winging its way back to the powerful Science Directorate. She had already been warned once, and she didn’t consider the threat an idle one.

“And what will happen once he’s finally outlived his usefulness?” she asked bitterly.

Savic’s smile was avuncular, but the gleam in his eyes belied it.

“Why, we’ll let him retire of course,” he boomed happily, “on a lovely sun-drenched little planet somewhere. We’ll make sure it’s off the beaten track, so he won’t be disturbed.”

Moon wanted to believe him. Finally, the hope for a life. Even if it was without her, that was still something worth striving for.

“But I’ll need to get going now,” he added. “Remind him about his daily workout. It’s important that he keep fit and healthy. Wouldn’t you agree, Dr. Thadin?”

When she didn’t answer, he laughed and turned away.

 

The headache throbbed behind his temples, but Srin ignored it. He lay on his bed, refreshed and pleasantly aching from his workout, and once more replayed the most incredible recollections in his head.

He had always known there was something wrong in his life, something he was sure was as deadly in its own way as it was mysterious. He was also sure he was not suffering from adult-onset progeria as Hen had suggested. And he knew that he was a mostly helpless pawn in a bigger game he didn’t quite understand.

Mostly.

With his new memories, even that wasn’t as crushingly certain as it used to be.

Moon Thadin. He thought he knew her and his memories confirmed he did. There was a fuzziness to any recollections that contained her, but he still remembered more than a day’s worth of experiences clearly. More importantly, he knew those experiences were no more than a few days old.

Here it was, finally. The hook he knew he’d been waiting for.

He clenched his hands and tucked them behind his head as he continued to think. It was no use getting excited before he had it all figured out himself. And it was critical that he figured it out correctly before he decided on his next move.

His last clear memories were from his late twenties. He had left Yolana on Tonia III to travel to one of the Science Directorate hubs, his funding proposal safely tucked away on several chips, in case one got corrupted. And there, he met Hen Savic, a tall friendly fellow scientist who was also applying for grants. They struck up a fast friendship. It didn’t occur to Srin until later that it had all been one massive set-up, with money as bait for the trap, and Hen as his future keeper.


After that, it started getting fuzzy. He remembered being recruited to a classified project, relocation to Tor Prime, and promises of Yolana joining him. Hen was always around with a humorous quip or a suggestion, he remembered clearly. He was the one who often broke into Srin’s concentration, urging him to indulge in some physical exercise. It will help keep your brain alert, he was always told.

Srin grimaced as he lay on the bed, trying to carefully put the pieces together despite the aching in his head. Faint images of labs…other scientists…but Hen still there, always there.

Then, like a gem gleaming in a mountain of dusty ore, there was Moon. His hands clenched involuntarily.

And, like the shattered pieces of a mirror, dozens of discrete images flashed through his mind. He knew where they were. He knew what Moon was trying to do. He knew that, at some unknown urging from him, she had come to see that the Republic meant to use her work for harm. And he knew that she thought the two of them had a chance of evading the Republic and fleeing into the wider galaxy, if they did it together.

He also knew the feeling of Moon’s skin against his fingers, the soft whimpers of delight against his ears. He knew what it felt like to be inside her, massaged by her, aroused by her as he emptied himself in orgasmic oblivion. And he remembered experiencing pain and heat as a strange lethargy overcame him, needles of agony in his bones with each tremor that rocked him. He remembered her telling him she loved him, then?

Srin unfolded his hands and shot to his feet, hitting the side of the bed with one fist as he did so.

“Dammit!”

Then it was back to the fuzziness, the grey that obscured every memory he tried to retrieve. All he had left was one shining globe of memory, a fragment out of time. Except….

He knew when that time was, and it couldn’t have been more than a handful of days before. How? Because one of the clearboards contained exactly the same information earlier this evening as it did during his recollection.

Srin paced his cabin impatiently. So, less than a week ago, he somehow managed to retain memories of agreeing with Moon to plan an escape, followed by one of the most intense lovemaking sessions of his life.

He slowed, caught by the images of her tawny legs wrapping around him and her long, elegant fingers caressing his flesh. Those were memories he’d be happy to take to his death. Which might be sooner than expected, if his fever-raged tremors were anything to go by. Did he suffer from some disease that was slowly tearing his body apart? He had obviously survived more than a decade of life after his last glimpse of Yolana. The face in the mirror told him that one, maybe even two decades had passed since his visit to the Science Directorate. But was there something insidious sapping at his mortality? If he and Moon did manage to escape, was he giving her a walking corpse, rather than a living, loving man?

He gritted his teeth and snarled into the night. No, he wouldn’t think like that. The Republic was depending on him thinking like that, so he’d be happy in his ignorance. With his newfound memories, he was determined not to give them that satisfaction.

“I know what happened a few days ago,” he whispered fiercely. “I know what Moon is working on.”

Yes, he did. His mind filled with calculations from the fission packet Moon was trying to create.

“I have to make a stand,” he said to the still cabin air. “One way or another.”

The darkness swallowed his feral-edged smile.








Chapter Thirteen



“I don’t know, Moon. You’re dealing with two separate problems here and trying to solve both of them at the same time.”

She smiled. “We just take things one at a time, Kad. We’ve almost solved the re-ignition equations. Time to give that area a rest and concentrate on the delivery mechanism.”

Kad set himself down on his high stool with a sigh. Flimsies littered his workspace and the clearboards within reach were crammed with lines of mathematical symbols—horizontal, vertical, diagonal, scribed as if by a madman. Which, he had told Moon on more than one occasion, he was afraid he had become, under her brilliant tutelage and example.

“We’ve ruled out hyperspace delivery for sure?” he asked again, hopefully.

“Yes.” Her voice was firm. “I’ll admit it was elegant and uses known and robust current technologies, but—even if we found a crease close enough—the delivery of the energy packet at the destination was always the issue.”

She could see Kad was not happy but he nodded agreement. “How to begin a solar detonation without causing a supernova.”

“Exactly. Too far away, and there’s no advantage to using hyperspace. Too close, and our energy packet may cause an uncontrolled cascade reaction, especially when it’s combined with the cumulative energy of the hyperspace tachyon transport field.”

He was silent for a moment. “Did you hear?” he finally remarked, his tone of voice indicating he was trying to get their minds off the subject at hand for the moment. “They’ve got a name for our little project. They’re calling it StellMil.”

Moon leant against her bench and crossed her arms loosely, happy to relax for a few minutes. “For ‘Stellar Missile,’ presumably.”

“Better than StellMiss,” he suggested with a cynical lift of one eyebrow.

“They’re military, Kad,” she reproved. “They’ve got to call it something.”

He opened his mouth as if he was about to impart an important piece of information, but shut it again. “Of course.”

“And who else can afford to fund our kind of research?” she asked. “Best to get on with our jobs and do this right.”

“You’ll be Prime Professor at whatever university you wish, if you can get this to work.”

“We. If we can get this to work. And we will.”

“Only if we figure out how to deliver it without blowing apart an entire system.”

Moon walked over to one of her clearboards. It was a rare specimen in the lab because half its surface was still blank. She regarded the cramped writing on the other half with her head tilted to one side, musing out aloud.

“Conventional delivery is out. The corona will detonate the packet before it reaches the core. And hyperspace is out due to distance, solar density and the unpredictability of forcing a tachyon field into plasma. How hot did we say it was going to get in there again?”

Kad didn’t need to consult his notes. Every stumbling block was emblazoned on his neurons. “We’ve been using a working core temperature of 100,000 Kelvin,” he told her, looking at her through the unwritten half of the clearboard.

“We have to use a test star of at least that temperature,” Moon remarked. “Anything lower becomes too difficult to re-ignite.”

“The benchmark for the kind of fusion we’re looking for is four point five million Kelvin. Fusion of helium to carbon and oxygen and then neon to iron.”


She nodded slowly, letting the facts wash over her, grabbing and keying them into her stream of ideas at the appropriate junctures. “Okay, hyperspace is out, conventional is out. We’ve established that. But what about, say, calibrated positrons?”

Kad frowned while he thought through the ramifications of what she was saying. His brow cleared but his expression remained morose when he had it figured out. “You’re thinking about a delivery mechanism and booster shot at the same time, aren’t you?”

The smile of pleasure on Moon’s face was unfeigned. “A positron shield. Think about it, Kad—a way of increasing packet yield while retaining integrity during insertion. It’s efficient, it’s elegant. What’s there not to like?”

“The fact that it might not work?”

“I agree the computations may get insanely complicated—”

“The computer hasn’t yet been invented to solve that kind of calculation, Moon. And even if it did work, there are still other factors you haven’t mentioned. What about the risk of coronal blowback? And we still don’t fully know the electromagnetic dynamics beneath a white dwarf’s surface. It might be three million gauss, or it might be three billion gauss. How will the difference affect gas pressure behaviour? Most importantly of all, what happens to the military’s latest toy if we guess wrong on any of this?”

But Moon was undeterred. “Then we submit another proposal. And another. And another. Until we get it right.” He sat straight and relaxed on his chair, but she could read his scepticism from across the room. “The star may only live for a further handful of millennia—a tiny fraction of its usual lifespan—but that’s still millennia that we might not have otherwise had.”

“Is being a Prime Professor that important to you, Moon?”

“I create a star system and get rewarded for it, Kad.” She smiled. “What’s there not to like?”

 

Moon sat up with a gasp. Even in the cool, dark air, she found it difficult to take a breath. Not that there was anything wrong with the Differential. Its background hum was low and steady, stripped of the higher tone indicating that it was traversing hyperspace.

They had arrived at the Suzuki Mass. The weeks of working as if the demons of the galactic abyss were pursuing her were over. Her calculations were confirmed and fine-tuned. The crucible had been fired up and tested. The day of reckoning was here.

She glanced at the chrono. It was still almost two hours before her personal alarm was due to sound. But she felt too nervous to get back to sleep, so she stared up at the ceiling, indistinct in the blackness. A slice of unwanted memory, the dialogue between her and Kad, came back to haunt her while she was still in that vulnerable state between slumber and wakefulness, and now she couldn’t push it out of her mind. It was clear. It was accurate. And Moon cringed at how arrogant she had sounded.

She recalled Kad’s hesitation and wondered whether that was a moment when he wanted to confide in her his misgivings, and his role as a secret rebel. But even if he had admitted his double life, she knew she wouldn’t have wanted to listen. In fact, as blinded as she was by the magnificence of what she was trying to achieve, she might have even turned him in to the Security Force herself.

It was not a pleasant thought, but this was not a time for pleasant thoughts. Even before her detention, Moon had known she was an ambitious woman. She and Kad had worked more closely than most married couples. Yet, he still hadn’t confided his personally held convictions to her. The only reason for this omission was the unpalatable fact that, even after everything they had been through, he still didn’t fully trust her. And it galled Moon to think that perhaps he had been right. Then.


The cleansing effect of time may have made Moon more of a sympathiser to his cause, but although she now found herself with the motivation for rebelling against the Republic, she had no vehicle with which to do it. The ability to significantly change anything had been effectively taken out of her hands by Drue’s confidences and her own fears of further detention, or even exile to Bliss.

And as for Srin. Her sigh came from the depths of her soul. He was as he was at the beginning, back to a time when those magical hours hadn’t happened, reverting to the reserved friendliness on the first day, and a comfortable camaraderie on the second. The endless futile loop.

Moon got up with a groan, burdened with the weight of her thoughts. She had the urge to cry, to squeeze tears out from between tight eyelids, but she just didn’t have the luxury.

Quietly, she began getting ready.

 

“This is an historic hour for the Republic, Dr. Thadin,” Savic boomed.

In the weeks that followed the accident—the “crease incident,” as Drue liked to refer to it—Savic had made a complete recovery. Maybe because of what she felt she was forced to do, destroy Srin’s memories in order to save his body, she found Savic’s imposing bluffness more and more irritating as time went on. And he always seemed to find exactly the right kind of comment to needle her.

Like the quip about this being an historic hour. Moon tried not to feel unsettled by his comment, but it was difficult. For a start, she wasn’t in her refuge of the lab, surrounded by her familiar equipment, but on the Differential’s bridge. It was an alien environment, one where she didn’t feel comfortable. The volume of his bass voice was also overwhelming. In such a relatively small, cramped space, his voice thundered over the sounds of navigational and engineering industry. And, of course, she wondered in what way history would record the next sixty minutes.

She was standing behind Drue Jeen’s command chair, his glossy blond hair mere centimetres from her. Although his posture seemed relaxed, she could smell sweat rising on the warm hair from his head. He was nervous.

To her right stood Savic—his height towering over her—and beside him, Srin, as impervious and loose-limbed as ever. He caught her watching him and gave her a quick smile. She looked away. To Moon’s left and slightly behind her stood a line of uniformed soldiers, their faces identical in their impassivity. It made her nervous having such hulking, armed men hovering in the periphery of her vision. What would they do if the experiment failed? Shoot her? Was their presence there for her benefit? Or Drue’s?

“Are you happy with StellMil’s parameters, Doctor?” Jeen asked smoothly, not turning around. He was in his element here, accustomed to everything—and everyone—obeying his orders. She marvelled at the contrast to the more sensitive being she had shared many a meal with. Here was Drue Jeen as an instrument of the Republic, and he was a formidable man indeed. She didn’t ever want to cross him.

Her place on the bridge was actually the culmination of her morning. Six hours earlier—at five hours, ship time—she and Srin had been working in the lab, finalising the energy packet’s specifications and double-checking them against the summary equations and simulation data sets. Unsure now that the moment of truth had arrived, Moon worked through almost the entire month’s calculations in a little more than one hour, and didn’t know whether she felt worse, or better, that she couldn’t find a mistake.

With a trembling hand, she sent the information down to the Engineering section and soon followed it. Her mind was so consumed with fragments of formulae and proofs, that she didn’t notice the crew milling around her. They were all insubstantial ghosts to her as she walked doggedly down to the launch bay, hoping for success, wishing for failure.


Srin, knowing that she needed emotional support, followed, solid and silent. Moon was grateful for his understanding. It was the second day of his cycle, which meant he could draw upon the memories of the previous day. Moon was grateful for that little stroke of luck, too. She didn’t know what she would have done if she had to cope with his blankness in addition to everything else going on.

It was strange that, after so many years of research and manipulating the varying measurements of stellar plasma, Moon had never seen a positron-shielded fission bomb before. It was there now, behind the heavy shielding in the spherical, mirror-surfaced containment vessel, being formed and stabilised by a group of stern technicians, muttering softly to each other under their breaths.

She should have gone to them, looked over their shoulders to make sure the information from her lab had been transmitted correctly, but she couldn’t move. She stared at the giant mirrored ball of the fission crucible, the engineering construct holding hopes and dreams, as well as a blinding plasma ball.

There was still a small risk of the packet initiating a supernova explosion, Srin pointed out, when he had worked through the equations several times. And it was a measure of Moon’s unease that she contemplated aborting the entire experiment based on that one comment. As she pointed out to Drue in a private conversation over a late-night drink, a supernova in and of itself would pose no danger to navigation. The Republic had made sure of this by picking an isolated cluster in which to test the first incarnation of its stellar missile. But, considering the proximity of the Differential to the target star, it might destroy the ship if the experiment went disastrously wrong.

Drue stared at her for a few long seconds.

“I had considered something of the sort,” he said finally. “I think that’s why they only sent one ship. Mine.”

“Oh.”

Standing on the bridge now, a week after that conversation, Moon wished she had pursued the topic. Was this another part of the intimidation of his family? But the pressure of the mission had won out over further confidences that night and now, staring at the large square viewscreen anchored to the front wall, it was too late.

“Yes, I’m happy,” she answered. She expected her voice to be soft and timid but it was surprisingly strong.

She saw Drue’s head nod. “In that case, begin launch sequence.”

“T minus thirty seconds,” a young officer from one of the side consoles said. Moon knew that the sequence could not be aborted once it passed the ten-second mark. The crucible and magnetic propulsion tunnel were too complex to shut down gracefully within that double handful of seconds.

Have I thought of everything? Were Srin’s calculations correct? Were our gauss extrapolations realistic?

“T minus twenty.”

Kad, you should be here. This was as much your work as it is mine. Where the hell are you, and what are you doing? You had doubts. And now I’m beginning to have them, too. Should I abort the launch?

“T minus ten.”

It seemed like the entire bridge had taken and held a breath. Everybody was frozen in position, their eyes glued to the viewscreen.

“Five…four…three….”

This is it. No time left for anything. If death comes, I hope it’s quick. And I hope it takes that bastard, Savic, out first.


“Two…one…. Launch.”

It was an anticlimactic second. The ship didn’t shudder, rock, or tilt. But neither did it break apart. Another second passed—time in which the Differential remained in one piece, indicating that the crucible and launch tube had done its job—before the screen picked up a glowing, circular inferno speeding towards the small white target star. The image of the energy packet glowed orange around the edges, a computer’s interpretation of the missile’s red shift, then it was swallowed by the star’s corona.

“How long now, Doctor?” Drue craned his neck to look at her.

“I…don’t know exactly. The reaction should begin instantaneously, but the volume of the star is quite large. An hour should be sufficient to pick up the beginnings of a stable reaction.”

She knew she was hedging and he knew it, too. She could tell from his gaze. But she was comfortable with her answer. If the Differential was going to get blown into its component atoms, then the opportunity would arise in the next few minutes. But, assuming that was not the case, Moon thought it would take a good hour to verify if the resultant reaction was as self-sustaining as she hoped it would be.

He turned back to the screen. “That seems a long time.”

“Not for a star, Captain,” she answered, her eyes still on the screen. She was willing to stay in that position for every second of the next hour, willing the reaction to work, for the payload to initiate a new sustainable ignition of the star. Even if successful, this experiment would not last more than a few years. A Class M star needed fuel to feed on, and the white dwarf was already depleted. But if she could just prove that the science was possible, then the process of keeping the combustion fed with matter in order to extend its usable lifespan could easily be justified. It would lead to more missions, bigger stars, more leaps of technology, but that could only happen if there was a solid foundation to build upon.

In the end, it took more than three hours. Moon looked at, and heard, the results in disbelief. The white dwarf was still in its default equilibrium. All her work of the past months—years!—was useless.

StellMil had failed.








Chapter Fourteen



“What happened?”

A small group of them were in Drue’s quarters, a model of Spartan efficiency. Nobody wanted to sit down—the nonverbal indication of anybody who was physically lower than their neighbour was too much for any one of them to bear. But Drue insisted on it. As captain, he had that right, and they reluctantly obeyed.

Moon sat on the edge of his bunk, hands folded demurely in her lap. After a brief hesitation, Srin sat down next to her, and it heartened her to see that at least one person wasn’t abandoning her to the proverbial wolves. Savic sat in a chair next to Drue’s, on the other side of the captain’s desk, looking down on both of them.

Drue let his gaze rest on one then the other, not even sparing Savic his questioning look.

“The packet failed,” Moon said, still in a nimbus of shock.

“I think we’re all aware of that, Doctor,” Drue rebuked wryly. “My question is, why?”

Silence.

Moon looked at Srin and frowned. Could it have been those magnetic estimates? Or had they somehow miscalculated the effect of the positron pressure field on the fusion bomb seed? Maybe the whole thing disappeared into a transient wormhole at the star’s core although, Moon conceded, that would probably have led to a supernova.

Srin looked at her then turned to the captain. “What we attempted to do was so complex, there’s no easy answer to that.”

“I’ll have to go over everything with a fine-tooth comb,” Moon added.

“How long will that take?”

She shrugged. “If we do it properly, several weeks.”

“So there’s no chance of sending another stellar missile into the star, say, tomorrow?” Drue’s voice was strained.

“No,” she answered firmly, knowing her words were not what anyone wanted to hear. “If the first one didn’t work, there’s no reason for the second one to.”

“The first wouldn’t have—” the captain wiggled his fingers, “—kick-started something that the second might use?”

Moon thought about that for a couple of seconds, then shook her head. “Maybe if we had created, configured and sent a second packet straight after the first. Unfortunately the star has already stabilised to the level of its initial readings. In all likelihood, we’d get the same result.”

“If we try the experiment again,” Drue pursued, “getting two packets ready instead of one, and firing each one in quick succession, do you think that will succeed?”

Moon saw the hope in his eyes made all the more painful by her knowledge of his background. “I don’t know,” she said softly. “Because I don’t know what went wrong in the first place.”

“I don’t see the problem, Captain,” Hen commented, pursing his lips. “This isn’t the first time Srin and I have encountered temporary setbacks. I’m sure he’ll be able to help the doctor get things back on track.”

It must have been Moon’s super-sensitive ears, but she bristled at the analyst’s words, reading into them a subtle blame of her work. Or maybe she was just too tired to think clearly.

“That may be so, Dr. Savic, but I’m under strict orders to report the test’s findings the moment they occur. Considering the funding and resources that have gone into this research so far, questions must be asked.” His gaze flicked to Moon, and she got the feeling he was leaving something out.


It was her loyalty, she deduced. Even after being vindicated of any wrongdoing, the Republic still thought she might be a traitor. And the failure of StellMil One only served to confirm their nebulous suspicions. And she already knew how dangerous the Republic was, once the suspicion of treason wormed its way into a person’s files.

“If you tell me that we can launch a second missile within the next day,” Drue said, “then I might be convinced to hold off on my initial report. But if you can’t….”

Moon tightened her lips and shook her head. Drue’s insistence should have angered her, but she knew the reasons behind his unease. “I can’t. It wouldn’t make any difference.” She met his gaze directly. “You’re going to have to make your report.”

Drue nodded once, understanding what was being said and left unsaid.

“In the meantime,” Srin interrupted, “we can begin reviewing the work. Looking for the flaw. Maybe by the time you get word back from your superiors, we would have found the problem.”

“That, Mister Flerovs,” said Drue, “is something I’m earnestly wishing for.”

“We can start straight away,” Moon added. “All we need to do is shut down the machinery in the cargo bay. I’ll send orders that that happen at once. In the meantime, Srin and I can begin our review in the lab.”

“Very well. I’ll send my report through tonight.”

He didn’t have to do that, Moon thought as the orders were relayed and they headed back to the lab. She knew that Drue should have made his report the moment the results were clear. Instead, he was giving her a few precious hours to come up with a miracle pill, for which she was thankful. His hesitation, with any luck, may end up saving several lives on this ill-fated mission.

However, when she entered the lab and looked around, she almost stumbled. Every installed and working clearboard was completely covered in small, tight script. So much so that it was difficult even looking through them. And that, she knew, was only the latest work. These were the summary calculations. Behind them were boards and boards of preceding equations, all stored in the databanks and cross-referenced through the meta-library unit. For a handful of moments, as she quickly scanned the scripts, nothing made sense. Her calculations were gibberish, undecipherable. Then reason asserted itself, although it was no less depressing.

She walked up to the library unit, resting her sweaty palms on its cool metal casing. This was all her fault. The review could not be rushed. It would take every moment of the several weeks she’d mentioned. Although Srin could be used to help double-check the results, the actual verification of each step was her job, and hers alone. If she had a team working with her, or even one fellow researcher as smart as Kad, the workload could be reduced. But she didn’t. And she didn’t because she had something to prove.

There’s nothing worse, she thought, than a scientist with a chip on her shoulder. And she had one the size of a small moon.

She saved the current clearboard entries then accessed the first set, turning and watching as the boards blacked out for a second then displayed the sparser script of the initial equations. Srin was at the doorway; she could feel his presence over to one side and behind her, but he didn’t say anything. She appreciated his silence.


The Republic had never encouraged an additional member to her research, but Moon knew they would have given in and supplied one if she’d tried hard enough. But she hadn’t wanted to try. She wanted the glory all for herself, an echo of the person she was when working with Kad at the Phyllis Science Centre. She thought she had left such flights of vanity behind her, but she hadn’t. She was—it was disgusting to admit—so firm in her belief that she could do this, make a star live again, that she was loath to share the glory with any other person.

Well, it hadn’t worked. And if the glory was to be hers alone, then the suffering was too. With set lips, she walked over to the first clearboard.

“Do you really want to start it now?”

She turned. Srin. He was faster than any computer and she needed him. But, in a fit of shame, she also—just then—appreciated the utility of his memory loss. Where there was memory, there was the potential for deceit. But, with Srin, it was like a tabula rasa every two days. The ultimate cross-check. And she felt a prick of guilt at the thought that she might, even fleetingly, have considered him as a potential source of sabotage.

A dark flush stained her cheeks, and she felt the heat of it on her skin. Srin would notice it. He noticed everything about her. But he’d probably put it down to her disappointment over the packet’s first trial. There was no need to enlighten him of her baser, and baseless, thoughts.

“The sooner we get started,” she said with a sigh, “the sooner we can find the flaw.”

He searched her face. “Have you thought that perhaps you’re too tired to begin this right now.” His voice was kind, and that made her feel even worse.

“Drue is waiting. If I can find the mistake, there’s a chance to salvage this mess.”

There was a flicker in Srin’s expression when the captain’s name was mentioned, but his voice remained gentle. “What if there’s no mistake? What if it’s impossible to re-ignite a star?”

“No.” She shook her head. “No, it’s possible.” Moon looked at the calculations on the board. “I know it is. I can feel it in my bones.”

“You’re a very stubborn woman, aren’t you?” But his voice was soft enough to dull any sense of criticism.

Moon smiled slightly. “You’re not the first to say so.”

“Then what are we waiting for? Let’s get to work.”

 

Saying the words was one thing, but feeling them was another. What if she was kidding herself? Scientists often depended on their intuition as much as their logic, but what if her intuition was wrong and Srin was right—and her dream of stellar re-ignition was a futile one? Kad seemed to think there was value in what she was doing. He wouldn’t have remained a research partner if he hadn’t. But then, Kad Minslok was not the ideal example to compare against. He had his own agenda, one Moon had not known until it was too late.

The next few days were a blur of scribbled clearboards, simulations and too little rest. Moon felt like she was operating on manic-edged autopilot. Her orientation lectures to Srin had been pared back to an efficient minimum that meant she only lost a little over an hour every two days bringing him up to speed. During those days, she stopped seeing him as a man. He was an ambulatory computer, a highly tuned machine, trained to give her answers in as little time as possible. Although sometimes, like the day before…


The food could have been ashes in her mouth and Moon wouldn’t have noticed. Even as she sat at the small table off to the side of the lab space, her eyes darted across the closely scripted boards, looking for discrepancies between the theory of what she had written and the datamaps coming out of the heavy-water tank. After a heavy silence of several minutes, she shook her head and looked over at Srin. He had taken advantage of her distraction to stare at her, and she flushed at the masculine appreciation still evident in his eyes. She had not forgotten their stolen days of passion together, but those moments were cosseted, only to be brought out when she had the time to relive them at her leisure. And that time wasn’t now. Not when she was swamped with work. And guilt. There wasn’t a moment when she didn’t wish she could relive the discussion with Savic in the infirmary. If only there had been a way to save Srin’s mind and his memories? but there wasn’t. And she knew she would live with that decision for the rest of her life.

“What are you thinking about?” he asked her. His voice was smooth and warm, like a tropical cloud she wanted to sink into.

“The equations,” she finally said, wondering if her words sounded as false to him as it did to her own ears. “Just, er, wondering where I could’ve gone wrong.”

“The figures look fine to me.” His tone was reassuring. “The angular velocity is spot on and even your tensor calculations are robust.”

Moon’s eyes flickered to the boards behind him. His ability to perform complex calculations in his mind never ceased to amaze her. The tensor calculations, for example, were—

She scanned the boards again, a thought niggling in the back of her brain. Tensor calculations? They came at the end of the packet configuration, and she was still at the stage of verifying her initial equations. In fact, they probably wouldn’t reach the tensor calculations for another week. So how did Srin know about them?

A fine line creased her forehead and she leant forward, holding his gaze with her own. “Can you remember, Srin?” she asked softly. She was willing, eager, to pounce on whatever sign she could discern? anything that indicated he was more whole than she thought.

“Remember?” He hesitated. “Remember wha—”

Then Savic bustled in, and Moon sat back in her seat with a start. She watched the large figure approach, still walking a little gingerly from his half-healed injuries, with undisguised irritation.

Work was proceeding slowly enough as it was without the man’s constant interference. She was tempted to complain to Drue about him, to demand that Savic be barred from her lab completely, but she knew the Differential’s captain had his own problems. He was still awaiting a reply from his report on the first StellMil tests. Even with her limited exposure to the rest of the crew, Moon felt the tension in the air. With that in mind, running to Drue because she was irritated with someone seemed like a petty thing to do.

Still, that didn’t mean she wasn’t tempted.

“How’s it going?” Savic asked without preamble as he stopped by the table.

“Fine,” she answered shortly.

“Have you been helping with the equations, Srin?”

Moon’s curt “yes” was overridden by Srin’s more courteous reply.

“We’re working through the calculations as fast as we can. So far, we’ve found no mistakes in anything we’ve done.”

“Hmm. Dr. Thadin, could I have a quick word with you?”

Hurl yourself into a wormhole, you unethical bastard!

“Certainly.”

Moon rose from the table—her appetite was well and truly dead by now—and followed Savic to the far corner of the room. She shot Srin a small, apologetic smile as she left, but he looked completely unperturbed. She wondered if she had somehow imagined, or misconstrued, that flash of insight regarding his memory.

Or maybe she was going insane. After all she’d been through over the past few years, it wasn’t out of the question. Maybe Srin had seen the more advanced calculations while skimming through the library meta-unit.

“What did you want to talk about?” she asked, the moment he stopped. She didn’t want to look at Savic, but she forced herself to.


“Are you making full use of Srin’s abilities?” he asked bluntly. It was clear from his tone that any pretence of accommodation between them was long gone.

“Why do you ask?” Her voice was flat.

“Srin and I have never faced this situation before. We’ve never been involved in such a failed experiment.”

Moon’s eyes widened at his statement. A flash of anger burst through her, obliterating thought. How dared he. How dared he! But all she could do, all her overheated brain was capable of, was indignantly repeat his last two words. “Failed experiment?”

“We’ve helped scientists in a range of subjects you can hardly guess at, Dr. Thadin—”

“And how many have routinely dealt with forces larger than entire planets?” she cut in. If she could have forced razor-edged daggers into her gaze, she would have. At that moment, she would have sacrificed her soul for several seconds of such revenge. “How many other scientists were dealing with the subject of bringing dead stars back to life, Dr. Savic?”

She bared her teeth in a parody of a smile. “We’re not talking about some small mechano-genetic modelling here, or even finding a cure for some esoteric disease. What we’re dealing with is the extension of stellar life by millennia. How dare you call my work ‘failed’?”

He arched an eyebrow. “So that must mean it succeeded?”

She spluttered to a halt. “It’s, um, very complex. More complex than most other scientific models in existence. There are, er, parameters we necessarily have to estimate values for.” Moon heard her own words and ground to a halt, chagrined. Once again, in the space of one sentence, Savic had effectively turned the tables on her. The man, in her opinion, had a reprehensible reputation for doing that.

“Srin and I,” he continued into the silence, “have never been involved in such a shambles. I’m afraid that our reputation is going to suffer as a result.”

Suffer? Who even knew about Srin’s abilities, besides the Science Directorate and the researchers he had helped? Even she, with decades of experience in academic institutions, had no inkling a person like Srin existed. She felt her rage build again.

“Other scientists may doubt your abilities,” she said tightly.

“Exactly.”

“I know the abilities Srin offers to other researchers, but what might yours be exactly? Calculating the right dosage to obliterate someone’s mind? Crafting new viruses to insert in people’s bodies?” She made her voice as innocent as possible. “I’m truly curious, Dr. Savic. What abilities do you have that have aided any advanced research? Besides that of Srin’s babysitter, obviously.”

If she had set out to deliberately provoke the large man, she succeeded beyond her wildest imaginings. She suppressed a smile as she saw the effort it took for Savic to retain control of himself. His eyes and the veins in his temples stood out alarmingly, and sweat broke out on his forehead.

“I forbid you to continue this research,” he enunciated angrily through gritted teeth. “I refuse to give you permission to use Srin like this. He will not be tainted by your stupidity.”

“Good luck stopping me,” she answered pertly, knowing she had the backing of the Republic. Her experiments were far more important than the complaints of one middle-aged scientist. The thought gave her the strength to continue. “Let’s face it, Dr. Savic, this project is bigger than any of us—you, me, or even Srin. And the Republic will not listen to some old has-been trying to tell them what to do.”


Part of Moon cringed at the words. She had never deliberately been this rude to anybody before, not even to the detention staff at the camps. But she was as angry with Savic as with herself and the betrayal that had been forced on her, and knew she was taking out her frustrations and guilt on him. Even knowing this, that she was as much to blame as he, she was still sharply happy as she watched indignation and fury sweep across his dark features, satisfied that she had managed to wound him as much as he had wounded her.

“I won’t stand for this,” he hissed. “One way or another, I’ll find a way to stop you.”

Moon met his gaze squarely. “And if you do, Savic, the Republic will know exactly what to do with you, and how best to notify your next of kin.”

It was half bluster, but Hen Savic seemed to accept some kernel of truth in her words. His hands clenched and unclenched spasmodically by his side, as if aching to place them around her neck and start squeezing, but he made no move towards her.

“We’ll see, Dr. Thadin. The fight isn’t over yet.”

He stalked out of the room in a fury and it was only after the faint sounds of his heavy thumping footsteps receded that Moon allowed herself to collapse against the wall. Her hands were shaking and perspiration dotted her upper lip. Unconsciously, she licked at it, tasting its heated saltiness. She wasn’t used to being this confrontational with other people. Fighting intellectually for a funding proposal was one thing, but standing toe to toe with a person and throwing insults at him was not something she normally did. Or ever envisaged herself doing. She looked over at Srin, but he still seemed to be eating quite contentedly. She concluded that, despite the venom she and Savic had flung at each other, they had kept their voices sufficiently low for him to be ignorant of what they were saying.

She took a couple of deep breaths through her mouth, letting them out slowly. The current situation was bad enough without Savic blundering in and making empty threats. She tucked some errant strands of hair behind her ear and tried to smile. What he failed to realise was that he was as trapped as the rest of them aboard the Differential. Under such circumstances, there was very little he could do. If anything.








Chapter Fifteen



Later, she could only blame preoccupation with her thoughts for what happened. She had meant her brief evening stroll to take her to the observation deck, then back to her quarters. It was a small but well-known circuit, but somewhere along the way, she took a wrong turn. Thinking that all the major passageways on the Differential would eventually meet up, she continued walking but got hopelessly muddled. Her steps slowed. She didn’t know the ship was so large, she realised with dismay. Large and monotonous.

A couple of soldiers walked past, not sparing her more than a brief, puzzled look, and Moon was too apprehensive to ask for help. She didn’t like soldiers. She had experienced enough of their rough treatment in the detention centres to feel comfortable among them. They were large, brutish thugs, and for every Drue Jeen there were a hundred or more of them. All during her time on the Differential, she avoided them as much as possible, sticking mostly to the safety of her lab and cabin. She had only been comfortable approaching them when she was preoccupied with other emotions and thoughts, wrapped up in something powerful enough to distract her normal wariness. But, as she cleared a corner and looked down yet another interminably long corridor, she knew she was running out of options. If she wanted to find the way back to her quarters, she would have to put her nervousness to one side and ask for assistance.

The matter was taken out of her hands in an unfortunate fashion.

She didn’t hear him approach, and jumped at the voice that was suddenly at her shoulder.

“You’re the doctor with the missile, aren’t you?”

Moon spun around. The man was dressed as a soldier—which, in retrospect, was a stupid thing to notice. She, Srin and Savic were the only ones aboard who weren’t part of the military. She could only blame the stress of the work and her otherwise murderous thoughts for the fact that her brain seemed to stop working.

He wasn’t as large as many of the other soldiers, only of medium height and a slightly stocky build, but the air of menace around him was intimidating. His features were regular, his hair and eyes dark, and his neck thick and bull-like.

“Y-yes.” She tried to make her voice stronger, show that she was not afraid, although she was deathly so. She took a step back and the heels of her feet hit the corridor’s wall.

“There’s a rumour going around. I picked it up from some friends in Engineering, when they were talking to the big dark guy. They say your little experiment failed.”

“This one did,” Moon agreed. She tried to keep her voice even, even as she felt a shiver of apprehension at the mention of Savic somewhere in the equation. She tried not to think about their argument the day before. “The…the next one should be better.”

“They also say there was a chance of a supernova explosion.”

Where had he heard that? Moon thought that information was classified. Had Savic let something slip to the Engineering technicians? Accidentally? Deliberately? Something must have shown in her face, because his eyes widened before narrowing into vicious slits.

“So it’s true? A civilian in charge of the ship.” His tone was vicious. “You could have blown us into atoms, you stupid bitch.”

Moon didn’t think this was a good time to add that, if that had happened, she would have been blown to bits as well.

“Who the hell are you to make such orders?” he continued. “Some little fucking civilian upstart—”


Moon was too stunned to even see her life flash before her eyes. She didn’t know whether the man was just going to continue a verbal tirade, or whether he was going to get physically violent. She didn’t want to stay and find out, but she was rooted to the spot, too frozen to move. She had handled Savic despite his size because it was more of an intellectual battle—and she had a large dose of righteousness on her side. Staring into the flat, dark eyes of the soldier in front of her, Moon knew there was no way to reason with him, and she couldn’t think of any strategy to defuse the situation. In rising panic, she realised she didn’t even know where the alarm panels were on the ship, or even if the Differential had any in the first place.

She felt stupid, small and shivery as she awaited the first inevitable blow.

“Dr. Thadin. I believe you’re wanted in the lab.”

The calm voice cut through the tension like a scalpel. Diverted, the unidentified soldier turned to face the newcomer, somewhere farther along the curve of corridor.

“And who the fuck are you?” he demanded. He paused, taking in the features of the interloper. “You’re the Turk, aren’t you?” There was a wealth of disdain in his voice.

“I’ll answer to that name,” Srin replied, unoffended, as he cleared the curve and walked into Moon’s sight. Her shoulders sagged in relief.

“Well this has got nothing to do with you, Turk. So fuck off.”

“Considering that I’m the doctor’s assistant, and you were discussing her work, I think this has plenty to do with me.” He stepped forward, but still stood a couple of metres away from the soldier. “And I would love to discuss this with you further but, as I said, the doctor is needed in her lab.”

“At this time of night?” the soldier scoffed.

A small smile played on Srin’s lips. “Some of us have to work for a living.”

It was on the tip of Moon’s tongue to yell out, to warn Srin, to point out the danger in the man’s eyes. But all she could do was stand mutely by and watch as the soldier pivoted, stepped and readied his body for a fight.

Then something miraculous happened. Her eyes were obviously not relaying what was actually happening, because they told her that Srin executed a neat side-step and punched the soldier low and hard somewhere on his body. Where exactly, Moon couldn’t say—her viewing angle was bad. Wherever it was, it hurt. In all the classic vids, this was where the hero stepped back and watched as the villain collapsed on the ground, but Srin didn’t let up. He grabbed the wheezing figure with both fists and slammed him against the far wall. Even with the sound-dampening material that covered everything, she heard the dull thud of flesh against covered metal.

Srin moved his right hand so his forearm was against the man’s throat. His left hand still clutched the material of his collar.

“Not everything goes away,” he said through gritted teeth, flexing his arm. The soldier gurgled. “I remember strong emotions. And I remember who caused them. You come near the doctor again, and I’ll make sure you don’t forget, either.”

The soldier spluttered, his face turning red, as he patted ineffectually at the restraining arms. Then he was free and sliding to the floor, his hands clutching his throat in a reflection of Srin’s moves.

Without a flicker of emotion on his face, Srin turned and held his hand out to Moon.

“May I escort you to the lab, Doctor?”

It was like an electronic switch, and the change between Srin-the-fighter and Srin-the-gentleman was startling. With a shaking hand, Moon reached out for him and he led her away from the soldiers’ quarters, not even giving his collapsed opponent a second look.


“How did you find me?” Moon finally asked when they reached a familiar part of the ship, just past Engineering. She must have walked almost the entire length of the ship without knowing!

“Isn’t it obvious?” He slanted her a smile. “I was following you.”

She stopped suddenly. “Following—but why?”

His smile widened, but there was a hint of doubt in his eyes. It made him look vulnerable, and Moon’s breath caught in her throat. “I thought that was obvious, too. Because I wanted to spend some time with you.”

This was Day-One Srin, still finding his way but steady in his appreciation of her. In anyone else, Moon might have found the words more than a little uncomfortable—shades of stalking. But from Srin, it was funny, wry and touching. She finally felt her body start to relax.

“Thank you.” And she meant it. She refused to entertain notions of what might have transpired if Srin hadn’t happened along when he did.

“Come on. I’ve got something that will make you feel better.”

They headed towards the lab but took a detour before they reached it, and entered a cabin. His cabin.

“You need a drink after a scare like that.”

Moon opened her mouth, then shut it again. He was right. She needed something to help calm her down, for so many reasons—the work, the soldier, the cabin, Srin himself. She sank onto the edge of a mattress, clasping her hands in front of her like an obedient child, trying not to remember what happened during those five stolen days together, in another bed so similar to this one.

He moved to the shelf that ran the length of the cabin and poured orange liquid from a clear glass decanter into two small glasses. She hadn’t noticed the decanter before, hadn’t noticed much else in the room besides the bed. Then again, she thought with a flush, her mind was on other things. He offered one of the glasses to her.

“Delfin whisky. Don’t let the colour put you off.”

Moon took an appreciative sip. She didn’t have many social vices, but she had to admit that she missed alcohol during her detention years. Except for what was allowed by their guards—which was restricted to what gave them pleasure—vices were forbidden.

The silence lengthened between them, grew deafening. Moon scrabbled around for something to say.

“These are your quarters,” she said, making a show of looking around.

His eyes watched her, their lightness warm and embracing, not masking anything of what he felt. I want to make love to you. I want to feel your flesh next to mine. I want you. “Yes,” he replied.

She couldn’t control the electric flutter in her stomach at the word—and what lay behind it. She took a larger sip of her drink.

Vices. Whisky. Day-One Srin.

Day-One Srin didn’t have the same reservations as Day-Two Srin. Despite her efforts, she could never break through the wall of Day-Two Srin. If Savic hadn’t been in an accident, gifting her with extra days, Srin’s innate sense of honour—of not inflicting his wounded self on Moon—would have held him steadfast. But the same could not be said of his earlier, more ignorant, self. Day-One Srin was always full of appreciation and will, not yet bound by more constrained arguments. In lieu of a completely healed Srin, what else could she do?

She downed the rest of the drink in one gulp and got to her feet. Taking a breath, she undressed, kicking off her shoes first and following them with her tunic. Srin got his voice back when she was just about to pull down her trousers.

“What are you doing?” he asked, his voice strangled.


A smile of triumph flashed across her face. So, she had managed to get through that legendary calm of his. It was winning a battle she had already won, but it still felt good.

She said nothing, continuing to remove her clothing until she stood naked in front of him. She felt vulnerable, but was determined not to back down.

“I need something else to make me feel better,” she said. “Care to help?”

In a normal universe, Moon would never have acted like this. But that was a universe where men didn’t lose their memories every two days, where scientists weren’t constantly under suspicion of terrorism and where two people could reasonably expect a stable environment to explore their mutual attraction. Where she was, was no such universe. If she wanted release, if she wanted to find some degree of pleasure in a distinctly unpleasurable place, then Moon was going to have to get up and grab it herself. Which was exactly what she was trying to do.

If only Srin would cooperate.

His hesitation made something inside her flinch—surely he wanted this, too? But then he finished his drink in one shot, put the empty glass back on the shelf and tugged impatiently at his own clothes.

Letting out a breath she didn’t know she was holding, Moon lay down on his bed, propping herself on her side like a model from an ancient painting, watching him as he uncovered his body.

He wasn’t overly muscled, but he was tough and strong, lean flowing lines outlining his muscles. Moon knew she would never tire of seeing his body in all its flexed glory. If he had a pale skin, the nature of the work Savic had him do—the shuttling from one closed scientific laboratory to another, the exposure to nothing more than artificial light sources—would have made him white and ghostlike. But Srin’s natural skin colour was shades darker and still carried a caramel tinge. It shadowed magnificently, forming lines of milk chocolate where one group of muscles ended and another began.

He turned the cabin lights down to low and came to her, sliding up against her body in one smooth stroke, his thick penis bobbing against the sensitive skin of her stomach.

“I shouldn’t do this,” he whispered, tilting her on her back and cupping her face with one warm hand. “But I can’t help myself.” He lowered his head and kissed her.

Moon felt his lips against her mouth but it was like his entire body was kissing her, every centimetre of him pressing against hers, conveying its desire. One leg kicked over hers, parting her thighs, so she could feel his flesh against her groin. She couldn’t believe the lust that surged through her at the feel of his nakedness against hers.

As his tongue explored her mouth, her hands moved over him, brushing his back and following the contours of his physique. Her fingers dug into him. The intensity of her grip must have been painful, but he didn’t draw back.

After a thorough and bruising kiss, he moved down to her breasts. She was forced to cradle his head as he suckled, sucking hard and flicking her erect nipples with his tongue. Her body arched and her eyes closed as she slid her fingers through his smooth hair.

“So good,” she murmured, moving her head from one side to another. “You feel so good.”

He moved with such speed from one breast to the other that it made her gasp. The hot wetness of his mouth teased the other erect nub, making her arch again. She opened her legs and he moved wholly between them, taking advantage of her reaction to slide both arms beneath her. Using his forearms as a cushion, her back now raised a little off the bed, he took his time, kissing and licking at her skin. At each point of focus, she moaned. He kissed her sternum, licked at the curve of flesh beneath each breast, then moved down to her stomach, nibbling at the edge of her ribs, where her skin was taut and sensitive.


What a lie. Every single centimetre of her skin was sensitive to his touch. Her shuddering was proof of that.

Down to her abdomen. He licked the flesh with broad strokes of his tongue, tensing it to a point at a spot just above her groin, then relaxing as he moved upwards again. He was giving her a taste of what he intended to do farther down, and the thought drove her crazy. Her fingers dug into his scalp, shamelessly pushing him towards her thighs, silently begging for release. It had been too long. She craved the mindlessness that came from a sexual climax.

Srin obliged.

He slid his arms out from under her back and repositioned them between her legs, under her backside so her pelvis was elevated and open to him.

“You smell intoxicating,” he told her quietly. And, before the glimmer of a response could form in her mind, he feasted on her.

Moon didn’t know if the wetness was his or her own—or his warm saliva mixing with her juices. After a moment, it ceased to matter. He licked at her with broad strokes, then narrow pointed ones and her clitoris engorged until it was one slick, quivering nub. She knew she was erect because she felt herself hard and sensitive against his lips as he mouthed her, pulling at her with tightly drawn lips, then releasing her. He followed up with those lascivious strokes down to her sex, drawing up more moisture, more musk, so she could smell herself on the still air in the semi-darkness.

What did she want? Release or penetration? Both. She wanted both, frantically, desperately. She tried pulling Srin back up towards her face—the thought of licking herself off his cheeks and lips was electrifying—but he wouldn’t oblige. His tongue became more insistent. He moved one arm away and pried open her outer lips with his fingers, falling on her swollenness.

And she was lost. It seemed like mere seconds before the first curls of orgasm coiled in her belly. She pushed herself against him insistently, unwilling to let the build-up fail or slip away. Then it hit her. Moon convulsed in his grip, her fingernails digging into his scalp as she cried out to the ceiling, a short, shocked scream signalling her climax.

Again, he moved swiftly. He kept up the pressure until more waves rocked her body, then quickly covered her length with his, unerringly finding her wet and slippery cleft, and entering her. Moon tightened her muscles against him, an instinctual reflex, as he began his own rhythm, pushing into her with small, muted groans. The sound of Srin’s voice, the lack of control in someone who insisted on it, aroused Moon and she wrapped her legs around him, pushing against each one of his strokes with a thrust of her pelvis. She wrapped her hands around his muscled neck, now taut and sleek with perspiration, and kissed him passionately.

There was a lull of a split-second, then he pumped into her and she felt the spasms of his cock. She milked him, tensing her muscles, coaxing more convulsions from him until, with a tired moan, he collapsed against her. Then he rolled, bringing her up on top of him at the very edge of the bed.

“I shouldn’t have done that,” he said raggedly, brushing back the hair from her face, “but, unfortunately, I don’t regret it.”

“I try never to regret a good bout of sex. And this was a good bout of sex.”

“It was a bit quick.” In the dim light, she could see the relief lines of a frown on his forehead.

“Considering what we’ve both been through,” she said, kissing his nose, “I think I can forgive us.”

He seemed satisfied by her explanation because his face cleared. “Care for something to soothe your throat?”


“The Delfin whisky?”

He nodded. “We drank the first glass a little…hurriedly.”

“I agree. Let’s have a rematch.”

And Srin didn’t have to see her face to know that her eyes were twinkling.








Chapter Sixteen



If the first time was a bit rushed for Srin’s liking, he regained his honour the second time. He and Moon giggled like teenagers as one athletic move landed them on the floor with a muted thump. But all that did was open up a new playspace, one he was quick to take full advantage of.

Determined to enjoy the rare experience of a living, breathing Moon in his arms—his fantasy made flesh—he tried for variety and staying power this time. He had her bent over the bed, her legs straight, the vee pointing straight to the target. She had him on the floor, riding him hard, while he ignored the carpet burn against his shoulder blades. He sat her on the shelf and entered her while she leaned back with her long legs wrapped around him. He thought a particular part of his anatomy might be sore by the time morning came around, but he didn’t care. With feelings this intense, there must be some way to keep hold of them, so a future “him” could enjoy the memories, and add them to the stolen store that he hadn’t even admitted to Moon he still retained. He was afraid that if he mentioned his anomalous slice of memory to anyone, it would somehow disappear. His images from those few days were too precious to be frittered away by one indiscreet disclosure. So he held her and stroked her, kissed her and nibbled, licked and sucked her and hoped that—through some mental alchemy—these memories could somehow join to the ones he already had.

Eventually, exhausted, they both toppled onto the bed. The chrono said it was early morning. He saw Moon look at the blinking digits and drop her head on the mattress with a sigh.

“Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea,” he murmured, his breath tickling her ear. She still smelt fresh and enticing, even after an extended period of strenuous, yet pleasurable, activity.

She moved away so she could turn and look at him. “Regrets?”

His smile was wry. “I wanted you to start bright and fresh in the morning. I think I just wrecked my own plan.”

“I think I needed wrecking.” She yawned and leisurely rolled off the bed and Srin curled his hand into a fist to stop himself from catching her hand and pulling her back. “I think I need to go. I’m sure someone’s noticed us together, but it would be better if we didn’t make it so obvious.”

Of course she made sense. With sad, alert eyes, he watched her hunt around for her clothes and get dressed, willing his neurons to burn the images in his long-term memory storage.

“I’ll see you. In the morning?” She made it a slight question. Like he had any other place to go, any other place he wanted to be.

He stifled a yawn. “Bright and early. Although I might give the workout a miss today.”

Her smile faltered for a second, then she pulled on her shoes and left. Her presence, though, was still stamped on the room, on every wall and the curved ceiling above him.

Was this love? Oh, he didn’t know what love was anymore. Not love, not life. A part of him felt that he was betraying Yolana, the woman he had wanted so badly to make his wife. He knew years had passed since that time but, to his damaged brain, it was only a few months ago. And here he was, like a randy rabbit, ready to jump into bed with the first super-intelligent, coolly fascinating, strangely vulnerable female scientist he met.

Or was she? Srin sat up and banged the heels of his hands against his forehead. No matter that he tried to set up little scratchings for himself in every place he’d been to, it had been too difficult. How many times had he missed an entry, relocating on the cusp of his first and second day selves? He had no way of knowing.


He went to the shelf and retrieved the sharpened piece of cutlery from where he had wedged it in place then, still naked, he lay on his back under the sink cabinet’s kickboard, ignoring the friction burns on his back. His sensitive fingers traced the small hieroglyphics, confirming what he suspected a previous “him” had done. The first scratch—Reva II—was now crowded by other information, just as brief and almost as cryptic. It usually took him a good thirty minutes nowadays to figure out what it all meant, to bring himself up to speed on the pivotal events that had been going on.

A previous “him” told him not to have sex with Moon Thadin. The icon next to this had shown a popular graphic from his young years, one representing sadness and frustration. Whether this meant Moon would be sad or frustrated, or himself, he couldn’t say. At the moment, he was feeling pretty happy and there was little that could prick his bubble of happiness.

He scratched out the symbol and changed the warning to a cipher for happiness. That should be enough to tell the next Srin that he had disregarded the advice and that Moon could be trusted.

You don’t need to do this. You already know you’ve made love to Moon. Those memories are set in your brain.

But the problem was, there was no guarantee of that. Just knowing that he had been living a two-day life for almost two decades was enough to make Srin doubt the permanence of what he could still recall. He sighed. Despite the euphoria from discovering a recent slice of memory, he was swamped with fear. This was no time to assume that he could count on those forbidden recollections, not when he had finally discovered an ally. But would she still consider herself an ally of his once she knew what he’d done?

At that point, he knew he should have crawled away, got to his feet, hugged his contentment to himself and grabbed some sleep. But he couldn’t. His fingers wouldn’t let him. They traced another small line of encrypted text in the back corner, next to the cabinet board, farthest away from the light. He knew the words and their meaning by heart, but he still traced the letters’ strokes and curves.

He had done what was necessary, he told himself, for the benefit of the galaxy. He knew the galaxy wouldn’t know. He knew he might die for it. But at least he’d go down in one final burst of defiance. He just hoped Moon understood.

 

If she was a man, Moon supposed she would have been whistling by now. Maybe there was some advantage to having a subtly different Srin every two days, she thought frivolously. That way, if she lost an argument with one, she could always try again with another.

It was a silly, trivial way of looking at things, but she couldn’t help herself. She was only human after all, and the past few hours had made her very happy indeed.

When she reached the lab, she was surprised to see the lights still on. Normally the entire workspace was dark, unless she specifically requested illumination. She frowned, then saw a figure unfold from one of the chairs next to the lunch table. All of a sudden, Moon was aware of how dishevelled she looked, but willed herself not to lift a self-conscious hand to her hair. There was no crime in what she had done—in fact, it felt fantastic, and she was eager to repeat the experience as soon as possible. Her head jerked up in defiance.

But there was nothing but worry on Drue’s face as he approached her. No accusations or even a slow review of her crumpled self from head to toe. He didn’t admonish her for however long he had been waiting. Moon stifled a sudden feeling of guilt and looked at him calmly.

“Yes, Drue? Can I help you with something?”


“Space Fleet sent their response,” he said simply.

She raised her eyebrows. This was what they’d been waiting for. Her euphoria evaporated in an instant, scared away as much by the stony expression on Drue’s face as by her own fears. She swallowed and waited for his words.

“They’re not satisfied with the results,” he told her. “They’re sending an investigator to the Differential. Her name is Consul Rosca Moises.”

“Consul?” She frowned. “I’ve never heard of a Space Fleet consul before.”

“Most people haven’t. If they’re lucky.” His voice was as grim as his words. “She has the power of life and death, Moon. Over me, over everyone on this ship. Whatever she orders me to do, I have to do.”

“And what do you think she’ll order you to do?” Moon asked softly, afraid that she already knew the answer.

“The communication I received implied that failure is not an option. I’m supposed to help Consul Moises facilitate a successful result as quickly as possible.”

“And if you don’t?”

Drue shook his head. “You don’t want to know.”

She wanted some sleep, yearned for it, but this was too important a discussion to delay. She knew Drue well enough by now to know when he wanted to talk, and this was an ideal time. Most of the crew were asleep and the rest busy at their stations. For both of them, the early morning was the best time to discuss weighty and confidential matters. Moon led him back to the table and waved to a chair, seating herself opposite.

“What exactly is a consul?” she asked.

He was happy to explain. She could tell he wanted her to understand exactly who they were and what they were capable of. “They are independent investigators, answerable only to the highest levels of the Republic. They represent the Republic, and nothing is off limits to them in an investigation. If you or I don’t cooperate with them,” he added, “we could find ourselves on a one-way trip to Bliss. I know of others who’ve suffered such a fate.”

Moon felt a chill brush her arms. Not even a detention centre or jail, but straight to Bliss? That was the Republic’s hellhole prison planet, an arid globe full of deserts, heat and criminals. Moon had read enough about it to convince her that no sane person would ever willingly put themselves in a position to be sent there. Nobody sent to Bliss left it. Not them, not their descendants. Not ever.

“Are you telling the truth?” Drue asked, searching her eyes. “Was the failure an accident?”

Moon was shocked into full wakefulness, from his question as well as the threat now hanging over her. “I didn’t lie, Drue. I believe in this project as much as I say I do.”

He ran a distracted hand through his short blond hair. “Of course you do.”

She looked at him closely. “As captain of the ship I’m working on, your reputation’s at stake as well, isn’t it?”

He shot her a brief, humourless smile. “Let’s just say it doesn’t look good on my record having a consul visit my ship, regardless of the reason. According to some people, my career is over before she even steps aboard.”

“I’m sorry.” The words sounded so inadequate, but they were all she had.

Drue shrugged. “All we can do now is hold on. And hope this review of yours turns up the problem.”


The review still had a handful more of weeks to run, which was less than the time required to travel from the centre of the Republic out to the Suzuki Mass. Moon wondered if she could find her mistakes before the consul’s arrival. That would certainly short circuit the effect of any implied menace. She started feeling a bit hopeful.

“When is the consul due?”

“The day after tomorrow. She’s coming by SFT.”

And if Moon still had some doubt about the importance of a consul, it was answered for her in those three letters.

SFT. Super Fast Transport.

Even StellMil, as important as it supposedly was, didn’t warrant that kind of speed. The technology behind SFT used three times the hyperspace displacement energy normally required for a ship the size of the Differential, for a craft that was less than a tenth its size. Even for a galactic body as rich as the Republic, it was a wasteful use of energy. But if the Republic was trying to illustrate the importance of its SFT passenger, then it had chosen the perfect demonstration of power. Moon could already feel the no-expense-spared, you-will-obey-me vibe hurtling towards them.

“They still think I’m a traitor, don’t they?” she asked quietly.

“Nothing like that was said explicitly. But, I think that’s a fair assumption. Unless you can convince them otherwise.”

Moon shook her head, out of words. She stared blankly at the smooth table surface. Ecstasy and agony, both in the one night. Why did it always seem to be like this? Fate snatching victory at the very apex of achievement.

She suddenly thought of her attack. In the welter of words and events since, it was no wonder she had forgotten about it, but with a miasma of threat hanging around her, she was forcibly reminded of it.

“There was an incident tonight,” she began, hesitantly.

Drue’s gaze sharpened at the word. “What kind of incident?”

“I was threatened by one of the crew.”

“Who was it?”

“I don’t know.” Moon shook her head. “I wasn’t—didn’t look for a name tag.” She tried to explain her anxiety and sense of disorientation. “I went for a walk, to clear my head, and I took a wrong turn. I wasn’t paying any attention. He came up behind me.”

Drue’s hand, the one resting on the table, tensed, the fingers folding convulsively into a half fist. “Did he attack you?”

“No, nothing like that.” Although it could have ended up that way. “Srin came to my rescue.”

The other man said nothing but a light glinted in one eye. Was that amusement?

“Did he?”

“That’s not the point, though,” Moon stressed, putting both hands up in front of her in an unconsciously defensive gesture. “The soldier mentioned that there were rumours flying around the ship about the possibility of a supernova with the experiments I’m conducting.”

The small smile on Drue’s face disappeared. “He definitely said ‘supernova’?”

Moon licked her lips. “I think Hen Savic told them.”

“Fuck!” Drue dropped his head and scanned the floor, as if looking for a weapon of some kind. “What possessed him to leak that kind of information?”

“I think he’s afraid this experiment’s bad for his reputation.” Seeing the puzzled look on Drue’s face, she went on to explain, “Savic’s been spending the past two decades loaning Srin out to scientists across the Republic, helping them with their research.”

At her questioning look, he nodded acknowledgement.


“He regards it as some kind of track record? a one hundred percent success rate. Then I come along and ruin it for him. With the first StellMil experiment a failure, he thinks it reflects badly on his, and Srin’s, reputation.”

“This is bigger than any one person’s reputation,” Drue disagreed. “If Savic is more worried about his non-existent reputation than the Republic’s retaliation, then the man’s obviously lost touch with reality.”

“He told me he wanted to withdraw Srin from the mission,” she added. “Forbid him to work with me.”

Drue banged the heel of his hand on the table, making Moon jump. Then he sat back in his chair with a heavy sigh.

“None of us can afford to play ego games right now.” He remained silent, deep in thought, then swore softly. “I know you don’t like the man very much, Moon. Did he really say that, or are you playing your own game?”

“I wouldn’t lie about something like this, Drue,” she told him. “I didn’t want to tell you about it because you have enough to worry about, but with this consul person arriving, I thought you should know, in case of more trouble. The consul will want to begin a second experiment as soon as possible, and if Hen Savic continues not to see sense, we could all end up on Bliss through no fault of our own.” She shivered in her seat. “It was bad enough in the detention centres. But Bliss is a death sentence.”

“I’ll get my senior officers to pass the word along,” Drue decided after a long pause. “And I’ll emphasise the consequences of disobedience. I might also set someone to monitor Savic, even though it’s probably too late.” His lips grew thin. “If there is a bigger population of gossipmongers in the galaxy than a bunch of soldiers on a combat ship, I haven’t met them.”

With a sigh, he got to his feet. “I’ll leave you to get some rest. I suggest you start work as soon as you can, while I get my own orders drafted. Consul Moises will be looking for answers. And she won’t rest until she finds them.”








Chapter Seventeen



Consul Rosca Moises walked into the lab on schedule two days later, while Moon and Day-One Srin were hard at work. It wasn’t difficult to recognise her. Hen Savic was positively fawning over her as they entered, so she must be the consul and not one of her underlings—but she wasn’t at all what Moon was expecting.

When she thought about it, she imagined a tall, lean, angular woman, sculpted from hard, bitter ice, with thin lips, cold eyes and long fingers. Basically, she thought with a flash of humour, she imagined the archetypal female villain. The woman she saw entering her lab, on the other hand, was trim but looked a bit—dare she think it?—maternal. Her face was round, and her brown hair was short and curly. She also wasn’t exceptionally long-limbed. In fact, Moon thought, she herself stood more than a head taller than the consul.

No, she revised as the two approached, more than that. The Republic’s representative was quite a bit shorter than she was expecting.

“Dr. Thadin, this is Consul Moises.” Savic was bent almost double, gesturing between the women. “She’s here to help get your project, um, back on track.” There was no hint on Savic’s face that he had been involved in any backstabbing moves, no words to indicate that he placed the full blame for the experiment’s failure on her shoulders. If it hadn’t been for what followed, Moon thought she might have imagined the entire late-night altercation, ending with the attack from the anonymous soldier. Maybe, she thought cynically, Savic had already completed the character-assassination part of his mission on the walk over. But here, in the clear light of her laboratory, all was sweetness and courtesy. She was forced to attempt an answer in kind.

Moises lazily extended her hand and Moon took it, noting that the proffered hand was presented as if by royalty, palm down. She couldn’t help herself—she rotated the hand, shook it, then let go.

A spark lit in Moises’s blue eyes—amusement and a sense of languid cruelty. Moon realised that, despite outward appearances, she faced a very dangerous woman indeed. She would have to remember not to be fooled by the consul’s kindly looks. Behind them lay a viper.

“Dr. Thadin, the Republic wants to thank you for the work you have done so far.” Her voice was thin but commanding. Oh yes, this woman was used to being listened to. “I’m hoping my presence here can help facilitate a favourable reaction to your research.”

Lies, all lies. A more naive person may have been taken in by her warm tone and kind words, but warning bells were going off in Moon’s head, almost drowning out the words she was hearing. Moon didn’t know if Moises was deliberately sending out mixed messages, blending courtesy with threat, but the subtext was clear.

She didn’t—couldn’t—reply to the false statements, so she just nodded. She was never so grateful for Hen Savic’s presence as that moment when he bustled forward, coaxing her away and over to his trophy.

“Let me introduce you to the other member of the team. Srin Flerovs.” He couldn’t keep the pride out of his voice.


After a last lingering look, Moises let herself be led away. Moon’s shoulders slowly sagged. Day-One Srin was so transparent that Moises wouldn’t find anything, even if she was looking straight into Srin’s open and guileless grey eyes. Why would anyone suspect that their prized mathematical savant was more than they thought? That he retained not only vestiges of memory that he methodically put together every two days, but also the knowledge that he had been deceived for years and a deep desire to escape the clutches of the Republic? Savic himself, his booming voice rumbling over Moises’s quieter tones, didn’t have a clue, content to take everything at face value and believe his own flimsy theories of misplaced self-image to explain Srin’s lack of curiosity.

Moon took a half step to one side and surreptitiously watched the trio through the clearboard. Savic’s back was to her and Moises was on an angle, but she had a clear view of Srin’s face. True to her conjecture, he didn’t give anything away. His expression was calm and bland, friendly yet distant, and he remained attentive but a little distracted, as if he didn’t really understand the significance of Moises’s position, or her visit. And perhaps he didn’t. The man he was—young and with memories intact—would not have had much to do with such a powerful representative of the Republic.

Moon was too far away to make out the individual words, but she caught the charm in Moises’s voice and her eyes narrowed. Was this one of the investigator’s normal methods of operation? Lull everyone into a sense of security before striking? Moises’s voice had been friendly enough when speaking with her, but there was added timbre when she addressed the men. Moon knew she’d do well to remember the contrast.

She returned focus to her equations, methodically working her way through the start of her extensive second-stage calculations. She breathed an audible sigh of relief when she saw Moises and Savic heading for the exit. Then the woman stopped and spun around, a couple of short steps from the door.

“Dr. Thadin?” Moises’s voice carried across to Moon, who was trying hard to notice nobody and nothing beyond her work.

Moon dropped a finger slowly from the board and peered through it. “Yes?”

“If I may, I’d like a word with you in my quarters. How does tonight, after dinner, sound?”

Moon nodded. “Very well, I’ll be there.”

“Twenty-one hours, then.”

With Savic hovering around her like an oversized bee around a petite flower, they exited.

Moon again let out her breath in a noisy exhalation, ignoring Srin. She walked to the lunch table, as far away as she could get from the doorway and still stay in the lab. There, the scientist leant against the table’s edge and folded her arms, chewing the inside her cheek.

“Who exactly is she, Dr. Thadin?” Srin asked, crossing the room to her. “Hen mentioned she’s a consul, and I gathered that was an important title, but I’ve never heard of it before.”

Moon looked at him. What she wouldn’t give at this moment for just a sip of Srin’s clockwork amnesia, to help settle her nerves?

“Consul Rosca Moises is the voice of the Republic,” she answered, her gaze snapping back to the lab’s entrance. “From what I hear, they’re assigned issues and are given every authority to solve them. In whatever way they wish.”

“You don’t like her.” It was a statement.

Moon shook her head slowly. “No, I don’t.”

“Hen told me she’s here to help us.” Srin’s voice was matter-of-fact, made bearable by the tinge of irony that coloured it. “That you’ve been having some trouble with how the project is progressing and she’s here to allocate the appropriate resources to get the job done.”

“I suppose that’s one way of looking at it,” she replied dryly. “And when did Dr. Savic tell you this?”

“Over breakfast.” His gaze followed hers to the doorway. “She seems nice enough.”

“Yes,” Moon answered. “Doesn’t she?”

“But I don’t trust her.”


Moon looked at him, startled, and watched a smile slowly break over his face.

She echoed the move. “No,” she added happily, “neither do I.”

 

She was starting to turn into Kad, a smooth surface covering a roiling boil of traitorous thoughts. Worse, she was starting to feel like the traitor they had accused her of being. Moon, eating a solitary dinner in the privacy of her cabin, finished her meal with a reluctant swallow. She felt like a victim of imminent execution, consuming her last dinner.

The conspiratorial camaraderie of the afternoon was gone. It had slipped away over the hours, leaving scant comfort in its wake. Ahead was only apprehension and anxiety over what Moises would say, and what she might threaten.

Maybe things weren’t as bad as she thought, she tried to reason to herself. After all, there had been no explicit threats so far. Maybe she was being too sensitive. Although she knew it would be difficult concentrating with someone constantly peering over her shoulder, it could be done. Research was often like that, especially with private financial backers.

Moon wiped her mouth with the napkin and rose, straightening her clothes.

Yes, that was probably the best way to approach the meeting, to look at Moises as nothing more than an extremely rich and particularly demanding sponsor. It wasn’t as though she could remove Srin, or even send them both to a detention centre. If the project was as important to the Republic as a consul’s appearance seemed to warrant, then it would be counterproductive for her to harm their two prized workers. Threats of incarceration or violence would not work. So, what was left?

Moon took the tray and placed it on the shelf that ran the length of her cabin, trying not to remember what she and Srin had done on a similar shelf in his quarters. With her tenuous self-control barely in hand, she couldn’t afford the distraction of thinking about him now. Taking a breath, she walked to the intercom and pressed the call button.

“Yes, Dr. Thadin?” an anonymous male voice asked. She had used the ship’s intercom before to contact the chef, request supplies and ask for cleaning help after the Differential’s hyperspace accident. It was a safe and comfortable way of obtaining information without confronting any soldiers directly.

“Where are Consul Moises’s quarters?” she asked.

The hesitation was an answer in itself, a harbinger of the words to come. Moon’s eyebrows shot up at the reply. “The consul has been assigned to Captain Jeen’s quarters.” Unwilling to extend the dialogue, the intercom clicked off.

An important woman, then, and obviously not one to hide her authority behind a mask. Moon ran suddenly cold fingers down the side of her face, but knew she couldn’t put the moment off forever. It was time to find out exactly what Moises had planned to say.

The corridors were mostly vacant. Normally, Moon would have been happy for the emptiness, but what had reassured her before now took on an ominous air. Eventually, she was forced to shrug her shoulders as she neared Drue’s quarters, to get her mind back to a more balanced setting. Moises was a woman, just like her. What could she possibly do?

She entered the quarters when directed to with her head held high, sparing only a quick glance to have a look around, but the interior looked unchanged. There were none of the consul’s personal touches evident, no hint that the captain had been completely displaced. Just a military tidiness and the cool, flat air of a spaceship.

“Thank you for being so prompt, Dr. Thadin,” Moises greeted from behind the cabin’s desk. “Please sit down.”


The front of Moises’s hair had been pulled back and pinned, but she still looked harmless, especially with small errant curls escaping the long dark clips. She looked more like a favourite aunt rather than a high-status investigator. Except for the cold blue chips of her eyes.

Moon sat and, hidden by the desk, pressed the open palms of her hands against the tops of her thighs.

“I just want to start by saying that we both want the same thing, Doctor—a successful outcome for the Republic. I’m not here to harm you or throw you in jail.” Moises looked as though the thought had never even crossed her mind. “I’m here mostly as a facilitator for your government.”

“Of course,” Moon murmured, noting how the Republic had suddenly become her government.

“So there’s no reason for us to be at odds with one another.” She tilted her head slightly. “Is there?”

“No, not at all.”

“Good. I’m glad we can agree on that.” She smiled and moved her attention to a monitor on her right. Its silvered back was to Moon so she couldn’t see what was illuminated on the screen.

“The detention you went through was an…unfortunate event.”

Moon stiffened. She had been expecting Moises to concentrate on the present and the future, not start digging back into the past.

Moises kept scanning, her attention ostensibly on the screen’s output. “Kad Minslok was your research partner. Not anyone too important, not one of the kingpins of terrorism against the Republic, but a nuisance nonetheless.” Her gaze swept back to Moon. “Do you have any idea how he escaped the Phyllis Centre?”

“N-no.” Moon looked surprised. “I—he knocked me out.”

“Yes, so I’ve read. But he didn’t tell you anything about a hidden chamber, or unknown door leading to another building, beforehand? No hint that there was another secret exit somewhere?”

“N-no.”

“It didn’t have to be on that day itself. What about in the months leading up to it? Didn’t he give you any inkling of any plans or knowledge out of the ordinary?”

“He didn’t trust me,” Moon answered bitterly.

And it was true. What she refused to dwell on was the fact that perhaps, up until this very moment, she couldn’t have been trusted.

“That must have been galling for you,” Moises said sympathetically. “Working beside him year after year, only to discover that he had been keeping an entire life secret from you.”

Moon stared at the wall behind the captain’s desk. “Yes. Yes it was.”

“Did he ever mention any family? Friends? Places he visited on holiday? Even some place he was thinking of visiting?”

“No.” That was as much her fault as Kad’s. She really hadn’t been interested. All that mattered to her was stellar-forming and stellar mechanics. Everything else in life was irrelevant.

“Maybe someplace special he had already visited that he might’ve liked to visit again?”

“We only spoke about work,” Moon insisted.

“He never gave you anything? A keepsake? A trinket?”


“We were never that close.” Then she remembered the small token still hidden in the depths of her satchel. She turned her gaze to the woman opposite, hoping she hadn’t betrayed a hint of fear or shock on her face. “The Security Force did a full investigation of my involvement, Consul. And I was in a medium-security detention centre for two years. I was under the impression I was cleared of any wrongdoing.”

“Forgive me, Dr. Thadin, but your profile, even before we begin talking about the work you’ve done on the Differential, is intriguing. Despite all our precautions, Dr. Minslok managed to get away from us and remains at large. As a result, the investigation remains open. And, of course, we’re still wondering how he did it.”

“In that case, you’ll have to find him and ask him yourself.” Moon’s voice was short.

“And I’m sure we will, in the fullness of time. Which brings us to the present—and to the failure of StellMil One.”

“Srin and I are working through all our calculations again,” Moon said quickly. “We’re currently in the middle of an extensive review. We haven’t found any flaws in the model yet.”

“Yes, yes, Mr. Flerovs. He’s an interesting character, isn’t he?” Moises’s eyes blinked slowly as they stared at her.

Moon lifted her hands from her legs and clenched them under the desk. “What do you mean?”

Moises laughed, and it was a pleasant, tinkling sound. The kind most people would find attractive, Moon thought. “Well, he’s brilliant, for a start. And not that bad-looking. It’s just a shame about his memory. Dr. Savic told me he discussed that with you.”

“Yes, he did.” Moon felt her stomach twist into a hard, cold knot. Had Savic told her about their arguments, her insults? Her reluctant cooperation? They couldn’t replace her, she thought desperately. What she was trying to do was as much art as science. They had to realise that someone else would need years to get as much of an intuitive grasp of the mechanics involved as she had. And she had been doing it all of her working life. She forced herself to be still as her face grew hot. Small beads of sweat formed on her upper lip.

“And you have no moral qualms about working with someone like Srin Flerovs, Dr. Thadin?”

How was she supposed to answer that question? Yes I have, so why not throw me in prison right now? Or, no I haven’t, I’m as much a ruthless bitch as you are. “W-what do you mean?”

“Some might say we’re depriving Mr. Flerovs of a meaningful life.”

Yes you are.

“He seems happy enough,” Moon commented carefully.

“Well, with a talented astrophysicist warming his bed occasionally, I’m sure I would be too.”

The smile was as guileless as the laugh, but Moon felt a shiver run up her spine from the frozen pit in her belly. Suddenly, Moises’s straight white teeth resembled the half-bared fangs of a sleek, silent predator.

“We don’t care what you do with your temporary assistant, Dr. Thadin. Or what our drug-controlled resource does with you. As long as it gets us the results we want. And it will get us the results we want, won’t it?”

“Y-yes. O-of course,” Moon stammered.

“You see, Doctor, the Republic has already poured tens of millions of credits into your project. To us, it looks as though—just as we seem to be on the verge of an important breakthrough—something happens. First it was Kad Minslok, and now it’s the failure of the first live experiment. We’d like to think this is nothing more than a coincidence—” she shrugged, “—but how can we be sure? If this experiment of yours keeps failing, you’re going to force me to go to drastic lengths.”


“Such as?” Even though it was little more than a whisper, Moon was surprised by her temerity to even ask such a question.

Rosca Moises didn’t even look offended. The expression of kind and sincere reasoning on her face didn’t change.

“One thing I would be forced to do is authorise a deep search of everyone you’ve had contact with.” Moises moved one hand languidly in the air. “That would, of course, need to include Captain Jeen himself and every crewmember on this ship, as well as the friends you’ve made and people you’ve worked with throughout your illustrious career. They’ll be confused and angry, I’m sure. But when they’re told the basis for our investigations—that we believe there is an element of conspiracy in your work—I’m sure they’ll understand. And if that doesn’t bring results, well, I would hate to have to resort to more permanent solutions. But I will, Dr. Thadin. That’s how important this project of yours is to the future of the Republic.”

It was like starting a fire with a thermonuclear detonation. Didn’t Moises realise there was no need to threaten her with thoughts of a possible future? Or was this just another demonstration of the power she wielded? There was already enough in Moon’s past to hold over her head. Suddenly a different, yet equally compelling, vision of the years ahead loomed large. She pictured a life like Drue’s, eternally held in the Republic’s suspicion due to a transgression generations old. And that was only if she was lucky. The Republic wasn’t a person. It didn’t grow old or forget. Its infowebs were full of data on suspicious people, and Moon, along with any descendants, would be forever on their list. Just the fact that she had spoken to a consul was enough to guarantee that. Weave in the actual threats that Moises was speaking, and her imprisonment or execution seemed a foregone conclusion.

“I see,” Moon said faintly.

Her gaze met the frigid blue shards across the desk, as those maternal lips curved into a pleasant smile, their words reaching her through a long tunnel.

“Good. I’m glad we’ve come to an understanding, Dr. Thadin.”

The understanding was clear: Moon’s life was essentially over.








Chapter Eighteen



Moon didn’t know how she made it to Srin’s quarters without breaking into a run. Her heart beat too fast. Despite the cool, arid air she felt beads of perspiration forming on her face and dripping down the side of her neck into the folds of her tunic. She jabbed the button on the outside access panel several times, cursing every nanosecond’s delay as the door remained shut.

Srin was unaware of any of her thoughts. When he answered, his face was a mix of wonder and happiness. “Dr. Thadin—?”

Moon unceremoniously barged past him. He had to pivot swiftly to let her in; if he hadn’t, she would have bounced off him.

“To what do I owe this visit?” he asked as the door slid shut.

She turned to face him. “We’ve got to leave,” she told him urgently.

He frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“They’ll kill us if it doesn’t work. She didn’t say so, but I saw it in her eyes.” She rubbed her forehead with shaking fingers, trying to ease the ache that had taken residence there over the past half hour. “First the observation, then the humiliation. If that doesn’t work, we’ll be discarded like broken machinery, maybe even executed.”

He blinked at her. “What humiliation? If what doesn’t work? Your experiment?”

Moon strode up to him and grabbed him by the upper arms, her fingers digging into his flesh, the strength—the desperation—of her hold forming deep creases in the material of his tunic. “Srin, you’ve inferred that you can retain some memories. Is that true?” Do you know what the Republic is doing to you?

She saw the expression on his face change. The sense of innocence disappeared, slowly replaced by a grim determination. He tightened his lips. “In a way. Hen occasionally comes here and sweeps my quarters. He thinks I don’t know why he does it, but I do. He’s looking for notes, scrawls, anything that can help me communicate to the next ‘me.’”

“Has he found anything?”

“No.”

“Have you written things down?”

Srin looked at her. “Yes.”

She dropped her hands. Would the revelations of the evening never stop? Her mind was already reeling from the distasteful exchange with Rosca Moises. Now, Srin was telling her that he had essentially set up an external memory bank. Why hadn’t he told her? Her eyes darkened with pain. Didn’t he trust her? Did nobody trust her?

“What do you know?” she asked flatly.

“You first.” They faced each other like game-players, each holding knowledge that the other wanted, and Moon understood why Savic had drugged Srin for years on end. Even crippled by memory loss, Srin possessed a sharp and formidable intelligence. Now that he dropped his pretence of calm serenity, she could see it in the glint of his eyes and the set of his mouth, and she felt a twitch of admiration kick deep inside her.

“Where have you just come from?” he asked.

“A meeting with Consul Moises.”

“And what did she say?”


“It wasn’t so much what she said, as how she said it.” She grimaced. “Well, it was what she said as well. It’s obvious from the kind of threats she made that she’s more than an investigator with the Republic. She’s their judge and executioner as well.” Moon tried to put her greatest fear into as few words as possible. “If we can’t make StellMil work, then Moises will start interrogating everyone you and I have had contact with. If that still doesn’t get the results she wants, I think I’ll be sent to a place like Bliss. Or killed.”

There was no reason for Srin to be similarly penalised. His masquerade was complete; the Republic believed he was nothing more than a walking calculating machine, wiped clean every two days. If anybody was going to be punished, it would be her. And she didn’t want to face such a fate. The fear involved was one thing, but it was also the selfish desire not to be separated from Srin. Not when she had only just found him. Where else in the galaxy could she find someone as attractive and intelligent as him? As steadfast? As honest?

“StellMil won’t work,” Srin told her.

She stared at him, dumbfounded.

“What do you mean, it won’t work? Of course it’ll work. The foundational principles are rock solid.” She thought of all the papers she’d written, the work she’d done. Even if Srin had created some kind of secret memory-thread, how could he have transcribed such enormous amounts of data, much less analyse the complicated model, and come to that conclusion? She had been immersed in the field for years, and understood the science only due to her experience. He couldn’t know with such certainty that she was wrong.

Then her world shattered for a third time.

“It won’t work because,” he took a breath, “I’ve been falsifying the results.”

Moon didn’t think anything could have stopped the nervous energy coursing through her body, or the uncoordinated jerks that accompanied each of her body’s jittery fidgets. She was wrong. Even the breath stopped in her lungs as she stood there, her entire being frozen in shock and disbelief.

“What? What did you just say?”

“The entire StellMil project is immoral.”

“Immoral?” Her voice strengthened as she glared at him, anger and hurt twisting through her in equal measure. Was there never to be anybody she could trust? Hot tears filled her eyes and she furiously blinked them away. “Who or what gave you the right to make that decision? This research isn’t yours, it’s mine!”

He didn’t move, didn’t even try to touch her. He just stood there, his hands by his sides, his eyes begging her to listen to him.

“I heard them talking. Hen and the captain. They were quite open about it because they didn’t see me as a threat.” His lips twisted, indicating what he thought of that summation. “The real reason behind StellMil is not as a stellar-forming tool, but as a stellar-blasting weapon.” He waited until it was clear he had her attention before continuing. “If you could create a bomb that overrode the default combustion rate of a star, then that would give the Republic the ultimate weapon. Not just, ‘do what we say or we destroy your cities.’ No, this would be more like, ‘do what we say or we destroy your entire star system.’ They were careful not to say anything to you because they knew you could object and stop working on the project but, I swear to you Moon, it’s the truth.”

Moon collapsed on the edge of his bed and stared sightlessly at his tunic, at a point just below his heart. She was exhausted. Srin was right. Hadn’t Drue tried to obliquely warn her of the same thing during a couple of their dinnertime conversations? She didn’t even feel the need to attempt a defence, ask for evidence, or seek independent confirmation of the nefarious conversation. What was the need? One way or another, her life of research was over. Now that the words were born into tangible existence in the air around them, she knew she could no longer blind herself to what she was creating. What a fool she had been, prepared to put her morality to one side just for the sake of an uneventful, but academically stellar, life. Maybe a life on Bliss was what she deserved after all.


She looked up into a pair of steady grey eyes, drinking in the compassion she saw in their depths, like a parched throat slaking its thirst with cool, life-giving water.

“Would it have worked?” she asked finally, faintly, through pale lips. She had to know. There was little else left to cling to.

“I don’t know. Maybe. But with all the subsequent calculations wrong, it isn’t easy to tell.” He searched her eyes. “Moon, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you but I wasn’t sure how you’d feel. I know you went through a lot to get back to your research, but I didn’t have any hard proof. Just some lucky eavesdropping.”

“What do we do now?” she whispered, more to herself.

What do I do?

“We escape,” he said firmly.

“Escape?” There was a bubble of hysteria in her voice. “From a combat class Republic ship, with a consul on the warpath?” She didn’t add the fact that, on their side, was only one scientist and a man with fractured memories. “How could we possibly do that?”

Srin smiled. “If you’re willing to play along, I have a plan.”

 

The work continued as normal under Moises’s sharpened scrutiny, and she seemed satisfied by what she saw. As she commented to Moon herself, she was heartened that every time she decided to pay the lab an unannounced visit, she saw Moon busy at work. It was encouraging to both the consul and the Republic to see such dedication. Moon would only smile tiredly, blinking sometimes to focus on the consul, and turn back to her work.

On the fourth day after her initial meeting with the consul, however, Moon collapsed at one of the clearboards, falling bonelessly to the floor. It took a few moments for Srin to notice. But when he spotted her collapsed form he ran frantically over to her, checking for vital signs before savagely punching the comms button.

“Medical emergency,” he shouted, not needing to feign alarm in his voice. “I have a medical emergency in Dr. Thadin’s lab. The doctor has collapsed and is unconscious. Please send a med team immediately.”

Two medics arrived within a minute. They repeated Srin’s cursory examination before carefully loading Moon onto a trolley then hurrying back to the infirmary. Srin followed close behind, his limbs jerky with tension.

Moon was already swimming back to consciousness when they entered the infirmary, but the doctor on duty, Jonez, made her lie back down while he carried out a full examination. By the time Drue, Savic and a clearly doubting Moises arrived, he was almost ready with his diagnosis.

“Exhaustion,” he told the small group of waiting people, his back to Moon. “She needs rest.”

Srin could tell Moises was not pleased. Her lips were thin, her usual expression of open friendliness wiped in an instant. As anxious as he was about Moon, he suppressed a smile.

“For how long?” she demanded.

The doctor turned to his superior officer. “Do you know how long she’s been working so hard, Captain?”

“Weeks,” Drue answered shortly. He looked over to Srin, who had the presence to shrug. Drue lifted an eyebrow, disappointed that his view couldn’t be directly confirmed, but Srin couldn’t chance it. It was more than his sanity was worth to let slip the secret that he’d found a way to sabotage the two-day cycle. For now, the cryptic scratchings under the cabinetry were going to remain his little secret.

“Even before the first live experiment,” the captain continued, “she was pushing herself hard. I’m not surprised this happened.”


“Then,” Jonez declared, “I’d say Dr. Thadin requires a minimum of two weeks’ rest.”

“Two weeks?” Moises spluttered. “Impossible! We have one of the most strategic projects of the entire Republic at stake here. We don’t have the time to give extended vacations to everyone who works on it.”

Drue paused, obviously giving the consul’s objection its due weight. After a long minute of consideration, he nodded. “Do we have an alternative?” Drue asked quietly of his medical staff. “Vitamin shots? High-intensity hypnotherapy? Short-term pharmaceutical intervention?”

They didn’t want to contradict their captain but their slight head shakes answered for them.

“A different environment?” Srin suggested diffidently in the silence. All eyes swung to him. He shrugged. “Maybe a break on a nice planet somewhere? All we might need are two or three days to reset everyone’s systems.”

He paused and smiled slightly, hoping it looked innocent. Would the captain take the bait? Srin knew he liked her. It was obvious in the way he rose to her defence. It also slammed a thin spike of jealousy into his own belly, but now was not the time to give in to his resentment. He waited silently, letting his gaze rest on each person in the room, willing himself to look innocent and helpful at the same time. Would that, and innate logic, be enough to kick start the next rational question?

Drue pondered Srin’s suggestion for a moment before he faced the investigator. “That makes sense, Consul. My own soldiers have been on high alert for several months now, and a deterioration in their efficiency is becoming obvious.”

Moises was having none of it. Her lips tightened.

“Surely discipline is part of their job, Captain,” she purred. “As it is your job to maintain their combat-readiness.”

Srin could admire the kind of rigid inflexibility Moises exhibited. The focus he saw in her eyes was formidable, especially when it was not directed at him. Like an interested spectator at a sporting event, he looked to Drue Jeen for his response.

The tall captain was also displeased, but Srin noted he only gritted his teeth while his mouth was shut. Srin saw the side of his jaw flex, moving below the skin of his cheek. He wondered if the consul noticed that too.

“Keeping soldiers on high alert just for the hell of it is not a good command tactic,” he told her, enunciating each word precisely. His even tone carried his contempt more clearly than an out-and-out shouting match. “Especially as there hasn’t been a single event of note occurring since the start of our mission.”

“On the contrary,” she retaliated smoothly. “I’d call the complete failure of StellMil One to be one of the most important things that have occurred so far, Captain. It’s interesting—and instructive—that you disagree.”

Srin wondered whether Moon was still awake beneath those closed and steady eyelids, and enjoying the interaction. He knew he was. He only wished he could somehow retain memory of it.

“Er, Captain Jeen does bring up a good point, Consul,” Savic insinuated smoothly. “A small change may increase productivity significantly.”

“I concur,” Jonez added. “What the captain is suggesting is a very effective strategy. I’ve personally found that with—”

“Where’s the closest planet?” Moises barked, her gaze searing into Drue’s eyes.


He might not like the captain very much himself, Srin admitted, but the man had enough spine to hold his exalted position within the Space Fleet. If Moises’s gaze was any more intense, it would have burnt a hole through his blond, captainly skull.

And he had his crew well trained. He only had to jerk his head once to have the doctor scurry to the nearest console, and Srin was reminded that, in addition to their specialist skills, everybody on board the Differential was a trained soldier.

“Slater’s End, sir,” Jonez called out in a strong voice. “Eight days away.”

“How many if we push it to super-normal speed?” His gaze was still locked with Moises’s.

“A little over three days, sir.”

“What do you say, Consul?” Drue quirked an eyebrow, daring her to disagree with him again. “Six days there and back, plus four for some rest and recreation. That still comes in under two weeks.”

“Three days,” she finally ground out, although it was obvious the concession pained her considerably to say. “Three days’ rest and recreation. Not one minute more.”

“You agree then?” Drue asked innocently. “Permission for the extra use of energy to achieve super-normal?”

Srin thought the consul might have actually snarled then and bared her teeth—her face was flushed and her eyes threatened to bulge out of their sockets. But her expression told everyone in the room that she wouldn’t be forgetting this confrontation anytime soon.

“Agreed.”

“I’ll inform the bridge personally,” he told her, then spun on his heel and left.

Savic, after a quick look at the still thunderous Moises, followed the Differential’s commanding officer out the door.

Srin heard the deep rumble of his voice dogging Drue’s heels. “That was an excellent sug—”

The rest of his sentence was cut off when the doors closed.

Moises stared down at Moon’s supine form and looked like she wanted to throttle the life out of her. Srin remained still and relaxed, much as one would around a dangerous animal. Seconds later, she stalked out of the infirmary.

Sometimes, Srin thought with relief, there were advantages to being considered no better than a piece of furniture. He stepped up to the bed, lifted Moon’s hand and squeezed it tightly before letting go.

Moon slowly blinked open her eyes. She looked to Srin, but he darted a sneaking glance at Jonez, who had moved to a nearby desk.

She nodded once, and swallowed. “What happened?” she asked weakly.

“What usually happens when people are constantly driven beyond their limits,” Jonez replied from several metres away, treating the question as if it was directed to him. He finished entering some data into the console on his desk, and walked back to her. “But, thanks to Captain Jeen, we finally have some shore leave to look forward to. All of us. And about damned time, too.”








Chapter Nineteen



Slater’s End.

Moon read up on the planet as much as she could over the next three days. To everyone on the Differential, she played the part of an overworked and overstressed woman. That wasn’t difficult, considering the attitude the militaristic and chauvinistic Republic held towards its female citizens. Her faint voice, a fraction of its usual strength, and fluttering movements caused the crew to look at her with little more than faintly contemptuous dismissal. And she knew it annoyed Moises to no end whenever they saw each other. That amused Moon, although she was careful to keep her head down and her whirring thoughts to herself.

She went through the plan she and Srin had concocted like a catechism.

Phase one, contrive a set of circumstances so she’d collapse. Starving for three days plus natural frantic tension seemed the easiest to engineer, so Moon had done exactly that. Srin said that the next obvious step would be to schedule a short shore leave somewhere and he was right. Tick.

Phase two, plant deep-memory scramble-bombs throughout all her data and its backups. It was a move reminiscent of what Kad had done years before. As far as Moon was concerned, nobody else was going to gain access to her research. Ever.

Phase three involved getting to the planet’s surface together and escaping. It was maddeningly vague, but Srin had been confident something would come up. She admired his optimism, and hoped he was correct. What would happen if they failed didn’t bear thinking about.

By phase four, Moon knew they’d be out of luck. No matter which way she and Srin went through the plan, they would hit the roadblock of his debilitating withdrawal. They had to escape again, but this time Slater’s End itself. It may or may not involve Kad. Or some other cooperative party. Or maybe a theft or hijack.

The more Moon thought on this last part of their plan, the more her head spun. She felt strung out at the end of each day, trying to appear calm while the sentence of Bliss, or execution for treason, hung over their heads.

They continued researching their destination, snatching time during the early morning and late evening hours when they weren’t likely to get many visitors to the lab. She focused on three of the biggest cities as possible landing sites for the ship’s shuttles. And then, because she had the only reliable memory of the two, she concentrated her research efforts on analysing the communications and transport infrastructure around those cities. They needed to get off Slater’s End as soon as they could, but there were few commercial flights offplanet and archived manifests showed that the civilian craft often left half-empty. They couldn’t count on getting lost in a crowd of travellers. But staying on Slater’s End meant going round and round the planet…until they were caught.

When she was too dispirited to continue reading—every escape strategy seemed doomed to failure—Moon designed her scramble-bombs, crafting them with immaculate precision so they wouldn’t be detected by most deep-scan diagnostics. When they were complete, she identified specific installation points throughout her lab and at every console in the cargo bay, glad that there was something over which she had a degree of control.

I’m finally atoning for my sins, Kad.

 

In the three days it took the Differential to reach Slater’s End, Moon had reconciled herself to a future radically different than the one she had originally envisaged. At the end of each day, she yearned for Srin’s touch. But they reluctantly agreed that there was too much at stake for them to get distracted now.


Moon said a mental good-bye to the glory she thought would be the pinnacle of her career, and to friends and a life that had proved to be so much less. She reconciled herself to an unsteady and possibly terrifying series of events. She forced herself to breathe deeply and steadily whenever she thought of it.

Phase two was her responsibility—Moon was the only one who could prepare data, because she set up the system that way. Phase three involved them both. But they knew she would be alone—more than alone—by phase four, in many ways the most danger-fraught part of their escape. And if Moon couldn’t make it succeed, couldn’t get through everything the Republic was undoubtedly going to throw her way, then they were both going to be very, very dead.

But that was phase four and, for the moment, she was still back at the relatively safe phase two mark, casually moving from console to console, calling out figures in a croaked voice for Srin to ostensibly double-check while she covertly installed her software bombs. Calmly, they bided their time and counted the hours until planetfall.

A few hours away from their arrival at Slater’s End, Moon was contacted by one of the administrative officers to confirm her inclusion in the first shore leave group.

Subject to a few conditions. This, too, was something she and Srin could not predict—exactly what rules Drue would set up for them. To their relief, it was nothing too draconian.

Moon turned up at the purser’s office to hear the constraints in person.

“You are not permitted to remain on the planet overnight,” he told her. “You are to report to the drop-off point and be shuttled back to the ship by midnight, local time. And you are to remain within sight of a member of the Space Fleet at all times.”

Moon nodded briskly, and only let her breath out slowly when she was safely out of earshot.

Back in Srin’s cabin, he nodded when she relayed the conversation. He’d been contacted over the intercom only minutes before and told the same thing. They stared at each other.

“This is it,” she said, and hated how shaky her voice sounded.

“We’ll be fine,” he told her. “We’ll make it.”

She felt wooden and stiff when he pulled her into his arms.

“A kiss for good luck,” he whispered next to her jaw, then his lips captured hers.

She melted in his arms. How she missed the moments of intimacy with him, she thought as she wrapped her arms around his neck, running the fingers of her right hand through his silky brown hair. His kiss was tender, desperate and full of promise. His tongue teased hers gently, strong yet with a hint of humour. There was no other way Moon could describe it. His sense of fun was evident in the way he played with her, running his tongue along her teeth, daring her to catch him. His ardour was evident in the way he held her close, tight and hard up against him. His consideration tempered his embrace, resolute but not suffocating. Everything that he was—his intelligence, his tenderness, his vulnerability—was there in his kiss, and she wanted to cry from the sheer honesty of it.

He felt the small shudder that arrowed through her and reluctantly pulled back, looking with concern into her eyes.

Moon’s nose felt ticklish and stuffy from the tears she was holding back.

“What’s wrong?” he asked with a frown.

She shook her head. “Nothing. I’m just—I just hope this works out for us.”

“Of course it will.” He angled his head and grinned. “Have I ever lied to you?”

Moon didn’t know whether he had truly forgotten his deception regarding the calculations, or whether he was teasing her. She forced a choked laugh from her throat.


“You’re incorrigible,” she scolded, reluctantly easing herself out of his arms.

He let her go. “I’ll see you in the launch bay.”

She nodded quickly, not trusting herself to say another word, and walked away.

 

In a twist of fate, it was Drue who almost stopped the escape before it could properly begin. Moon hadn’t bargained on him appearing personally to oversee the first shuttle down to Slater’s End and cringed when she caught sight of him, but there was nothing she could do.

She steadied her faltering step and, hitching a thick strap farther up her shoulder, shoved the rest of the small satchel she was carrying behind her back so it looked more inconspicuous. With only one door open on one side of the bulky-looking craft, she knew Drue would see her, especially as he was standing so close to Srin, who looked as unconcerned as ever.

“I don’t know that I like this,” he said, looking from one to the other. “Even with the conditions I specified, it would be a breach of security to let both of you go down to the planet together.”

Why hadn’t she thought of that? Moon almost hit her head in frustration. They should have split up, slowly fading into two shore leave crews and meeting up at some rendezvous point only when they reached the planet surface. But it was too late to implement that plan now. Maybe one of them could go down first and the other try to get on a second shuttle? Or maybe if she didn’t return to the landing point, they might send Srin down to help look for her? No, that was even less likely.

What answer could she give Drue that would satisfy him?

Rosca Moises sidled up at that moment, like a hawk centering on prey. It was disconcerting the way the woman always seemed to be around. “Is there a problem, Captain?” she asked smoothly.

“Routine security, Consul,” he replied brusquely, not even looking down at her. “None of your concern.”

“Everything on this ship is my concern, Captain,” she cut in. “As I asked before, what appears to be the problem?”

“Dr. Thadin and Mr. Flerovs both want to go down to the planet together. Allowing them both off the ship at the same time, however, is a security breach, especially in view of the strategic importance of this mission. As you tell me repeatedly.”

Moon held her breath. There must have been other disagreements between the captain and consul that she hadn’t been privy to. And they must have been deeply insulting to Drue, especially as she knew how hard he worked to keep his emotions and personal opinions private. She wondered how a feud between two of the Republic’s representatives would translate to whether she and Srin were allowed off the ship.

“How many soldiers will there be on the planet, Captain?” she asked, curling her hand and subjecting her fingernails to a cursory look.

“Thirty at any one time.”

“And will they be close to a commercial spaceport?”

“Slater’s End only has one inter-system spaceport and it’s located on the other side of the planet.”

“And how long will the doctor and her friend be down on the planet?”

“They’ll have a two-man escort at all times and I’ve directed them to return to the ship by midnight at the end of each day,” he replied stiffly.

“In that case, do you really have such little faith in your men, Captain?”


He frowned, a pull down of his brows that would have intimidated any other person. But Consul Moises wasn’t just any other person. She smiled pleasantly at him. “This jaunt was your idea in the first place, wasn’t it? Why not let the two lovebirds have some time together before I put them back to work again.” She shrugged. “With all the restrictions and a constant military escort, what could they possibly get up to, Captain?”

Moon was pulled in two directions. Their escape depended on getting on that shuttle as soon as possible. So she was intensely interested in the dialogue being played out in front of her. At the same time, she was tracking a countdown in her head, trying to ignore the sweat trickling down the back of her neck. If this didn’t work, if somebody entered the lab and noticed the console activity—

Drue jerked his head. “Check them both. If they’re clear, let them get on board.” Then, more softly to the woman beside him as he stepped up close to her, “Consul, if you contradict my orders in front of my men one more time, I promise I’ll send you back to Headquarters in a cargo crate.”

“You forget yourself, Captain Jeen.” Her voice was frigid as she looked up at him. To her credit, she didn’t take a step backwards, regardless of how menacing Drue looked, with his severe expression and held-in emotion.

“No, Consul Moises. In fact, I think I’m beginning to remember myself again.” And he stalked away.

The search was thorough, but Moon knew they would find nothing. She regretted that she couldn’t bring her larger bag along. She had grown quite fond of that soft, shapeless piece of luggage over the past year. But just the size of such a bag, on what was ostensibly a day trip to a planet she had never visited before, would have given too much away. She let herself be patted down by the junior officer in charge of the roster, scanned from hair to ankle, her small satchel containing mostly a cache of money examined. She again held her breath, hoping Savic wouldn’t suddenly appear. Before long, it was all returned to her and she was waved aboard the craft.

It took only another ten minutes for the rest of the group to shuffle in, strap themselves in and get ready for launch, but it felt like a century. Srin was a bit slow boarding, and ended up in the seat directly behind her. At any moment, she expected someone to burst through the door, or shout for the departure to be aborted. Even when a sharp shudder told her they were on their way, she refused to relax. The order to return to the Differential could come at any time. Moon didn’t even begin to relax until she felt the shuttle’s legs touch the paved surface of the spaceport. Even then she forced herself to remain calm until the craft’s metal door finally slid open.

Although it was early evening on the ship, it was mid-afternoon in the city where they landed. And cold. The crew of the Differential had negotiated use of a small private field off a used quarry for their landing point, close to the third largest city on the planet. Drue obviously felt that a smaller population centre offered enough opportunities for his relaxing soldiers, while minimising chances of mishap for his two most precious charges.

As she exited the shuttle, Moon inhaled the sharp tang of burning petrochemicals, confirming that this was not one of the most advanced systems in the Republic. That was unfortunate in a way, but it would have to do.

Across the stony field, a couple of small transports were waiting for them and, through the vehicles’ transparent side-panels, Moon saw the wary looks the local drivers slanted at them. She could understand their apprehension and their questions. Why was the Republic here? What have we done wrong? Not that she had any thoughts of reassuring the planet’s inhabitants about their presence. She wanted them all as keyed up and wary as possible. So she pinned a haughty expression on her face, and gave them the kind of withering look she had often seen on Moises’s face. Then she completely ignored them.


The squad leader broke up the small contingent of soldiers but, as per orders, assigned two of them to follow Moon and Srin around. Moon tried not to notice as she stepped into one of the transports and buckled herself in. Turning around in her seat, the driver told them they would begin with a tour of the city before they were dropped off in the city’s central plaza. The transport would be at their disposal to ferry them back to the shuttle whenever they wished, but what they did otherwise was up to them.

Slater’s End was a mining planet, a dusty place on the fringes of Republic space, and suffering as a result. At normal speed, it was an eight to ten days’ journey from the Suzuki Mass which was, itself, more than a two week journey from the nearest hyperspace exit point. If the transport routes through the Republic resembled the circulatory system of a human being, Slater’s End was a capillary off the smallest toe on one of that being’s feet. And, just as a human rarely took much notice of their toes, so the Republic gave the planet only enough resources to ensure it kept producing ore for use in ships and machinery, and left it alone the rest of the time.

Thinking about it, and the primitive technologies that still dominated the air and ground of the environment Moon was travelling through, it was difficult to imagine escaping from such a place. She already knew that what Drue told the consul was correct—there was only one inter-planetary spaceport on the planet. Even if they managed to evade their escort, all the Space Fleet had to do was freeze all port traffic—a task that took no more than a handful of minutes—then slowly hunt the two of them down.

She stared blindly out of the scarred window panels, hoping they could find some way out of the mess. Meanwhile, the countdown still continued back on the ship. Only a few more hours left now.

The city and its environs were as depressing as Moon’s thoughts. Slater’s End was not as well-organised nor as clean as the more advanced Republic planets. She doubted they even had an accredited science centre. She wondered how they could exploit such a lack of technology. How could she and Srin make the absence of something an advantage?

They passed swaths of ruin and disorder, parts of the city that, in fact, looked as though they still hadn’t cleaned up after a small war. She wondered what had happened to cause the destruction.

The transport came to a stop in what was obviously the centre of the city—a small square. Moon and Srin, their soldier minders and a small group of several others disembarked. The atmosphere on the planet, now that the spluttering engines of the transport were killed, was almost as eerie as the one aboard ship. Around them, the people, whether old or young, were mostly silent and wary. A chill wind blew down the streets, which were lined with tall, narrow buildings. Small scraps of plastic were lifted into the air by the breeze and blown into people’s faces. Moon almost wished she was back on the Differential.

“Let’s go shopping,” Srin suggested happily as the second group peeled off amid much raucous laughter. Moon and their soldier-chaperones looked at him in disbelief. He pointed to a tall, cantilevered building to their right. “That place looks interesting. And at least it will get us out of this wind.”

There was no arguing with that piece of logic. Moon saw from the soldiers’ postures and sullen expressions that they resented spending valuable recreation time in such a hole of a place, especially when it also entailed “babysitting” duty. To their minds, vacation spots were filled with pretty, available women, free-flowing intoxicants, warm weather and the freedom to do whatever the hell they wanted with little thought of consequences. Slater’s End offered a bleak and cold landscape, the ground sunken in places where subterranean mines had collapsed, and where the amenities looked either substandard or nonfunctional.


Silently, they trudged to the building that Srin indicated. None of them were expecting much, so the inside of the complex was a pleasant surprise. While the outside was grey, scraped concrete, chaotic colour decorated the walls of the interior, as small shops jostled for space with their neighbours.

“This is more like it,” one of the soldiers growled behind Moon.

She looked around. The life that was sucked out of the exterior landscape seemed to find a home within the centre. Children played games in the narrow pathways fronting the shops, giving chase and zig-zagging between towers of electronics spare parts, food items and odd-sized boxes, labelled in a number of languages. Signs littered every free centimetre of vertical space, gaudy and multicoloured.

“Interested in tri-mob sensor arrays?” one man close by asked, his gaze quickly shifting from one member of the party to the other. He was barely visible as a bobbing head bouncing from behind one pile of boxes to another. “Best on the planet.”

The soldiers looked away, bored, although Moon noticed that they still kept a tight grip on their weapons.

“What about libation?” Srin asked him, flicking a look at his guards. “Liquid refreshment?”

The shopkeeper pointed farther along the arcade. “Janit’s. Sixty metres that way.”

“Thank you.”

They walked the distance carefully. At one point, Srin sauntered to the balustrade that edged one side of the crowded pathway and looked down. The complex was built against sloping land, and it turned out that they were strolling three levels above the ground floor. Like every other level, it seethed with small shops and pyramids of goods.

“Busy place,” Srin commented. His voice was casual but his eyes tried to tell Moon something. The only problem was, she wasn’t sure exactly what he was trying to tell her. She widened her eyes, hoping she was adequately conveying her complete ignorance.

Behind them, the guards were conducting their own muted conversation.

“—stupid bitch thinks this is a great place for some r-and-r.”

“Yeah, and she threw the captain out of his quarters, did you hear?”

“Fucking command. They can’t get anything right.”

Srin leant in close to Moon on the pretence of avoiding a small group of giggling children. “I’ve got a plan.”

Moon stopped at a small stall. She picked up a trinket—a small sculpture of the planet’s system. After looking at it from various angles, she put it down again. “And?” she replied softly, looking away from the soldiers.

“Don’t resist. Timing is everything.”

They moved to Janit’s, which none of them could have missed, even if they hadn’t received any directions. It was a large, sprawling bar complex that spilt onto the arcade in every direction. Moon assumed Srin would choose a seat along the balustrade. That would be close to an avenue of escape. She was surprised, then, when he moved deep into the bar’s interior, where he seated himself at a low, circular table. He looked up at the soldiers who were still standing and smiled.

“If you guys want to grab something, Dr. Thadin and I’ll be happy to wait here for you.”

One of them snorted. “If you think we’re going to leave both of you alone, you’ve got vacuum for brain.” He grabbed a chair and sat down opposite, his back to the wall so he could watch the room. “Get me one of whatever’s available, Dof.”

The other soldier nodded. “Sure thing.”


“So, what’s it like?” the soldier asked Moon while they waited.

“What’s what like?”

“Working with the Turk. Him losing his memory every day. Must be frustrating.”

“It’s every two days,” she stressed, not liking the way Srin was being ignored. The slight smile on his face told her he had come to terms with it, but she had not.

The burly soldier shrugged. “Whatever. Must get boring repeating the same thing over and over again every two days. Would drive me crazy.”

“Then I suppose it’s just as well you don’t have to do it,” she replied sweetly.

He grunted out a laugh, just as his companion returned with four white beakers of liquid, carefully held within a two handed grasp.

“The local beer,” Dof said, distributing the drinks around the table.

“Would you guys let the doctor and me have a look around?” Srin asked, looking from one to the other.

“You stay put,” Dof instructed them, after taking a long swallow of alcohol. “You move when we’re ready to move.”

Srin sank back into his chair. “Okay.”

They laughed. “Good Turk.”

At first Moon was mystified, but as the hour wore on and the soldiers became more and more relaxed she started to get an inkling of what Srin’s plan might involve. It was after Dof left for his second visit to the bathroom that Srin made his move. Dof’s companion was looking the other way, eyeing a couple of women who had walked into the bar and seated themselves two tables away. The women, apparently human, sent flirtatious glances over to the remaining soldier. He responded in kind, shifting in his seat to face a bit away from Moon as he worked up the courage to begin a conversation.

Srin stood up suddenly, jerked up the table and flipped it against the soldier, knocking him to the ground and pinning him against the wall behind him. Moon gawped at the scene, but Srin didn’t hesitate. He grabbed Moon’s wrist and pulled her to the entrance. She barely had time to grab her satchel and loop it around her neck before they were away.

“Trust me,” he shouted as she tried to match him, step for step. Outside the entrance, he pulled her up onto a table close to the edge of the walkway and catapulted both of them off the end of the balustrade.

“Jump!”








Chapter Twenty



Moon held her breath. She felt the air rush past her body, fluttering the hem of her trousers. She barely had time enough to wonder what was on the floor below before she crashed through a mountain of boxes. Sharp corners caught her shoulder and hip, and she thought she bounced at least once before finally coming to rest on a compacted and teetering mound of clothing and broken panels. The remains of a stall and its merchandise.

Pandemonium erupted around them. Voices yammered, some surprised, some with tones of outrage. “Come on.” Srin’s voice was low and urgent beside her.

With a groan, Moon turned over, trying to scramble through the ripped board and uneven scraps of wire, plastic and cloth. But it was difficult for her to get purchase on the shifting debris. She tried to find stable ground, but her feet kept slipping.

Moon didn’t dare take the time to look, although she was sure at least one of the guards was trying to target them from his perch three levels above them. The thought of a weapon being trained on her back gave her the energy to scrabble with her legs until she found the floor and managed to jump free of the demolished stall.

Srin’s hand latched on to hers and plunged them into the noisy crowd. Moon was already panting as she followed Srin. He used his broad shoulders to barrel through the crowds, veering to the wall when he found the door to a set of emergency stairs. He pushed her through first, then swiftly followed, overtaking her as they flew downwards. Srin took leaps down several steps at a time, making the level square platforms that punctuated each metal flight shake. Moon followed as quickly as she could, but Srin ranged ahead. He paused to wait for her at the end of every couple of flights, encouraging her to hurry with urgent movements of his hands.

After several floors they exited at one of the higher basement levels.

Moon’s bewildered eyes had time to take in another large market crowded with vendors. There were no walls dividing neat cubes of space here. As they headed into the centre of it, Moon noticed old men sitting cross-legged on the floor, surrounded by square baskets of food, next to women bartering with an assortment of humans and aliens over supplies and spare parts. The topography was dizzying, with some vendors using every centimetre of space to hang their wares, suspending dozens of trinkets on flimsy-looking poles, while others were content with resting merchandise in a pattern on the floor around them. There was no clear and standard demarcation between the informal stalls, the merchants encroaching on one another’s territory whenever it appeared opportunistic to do so.

Srin, fast and agile, ducked through goods and dawdling customers with a speed that amazed Moon. As they whipped past a clothing stall, he grabbed two dun-coloured jackets without stopping. She didn’t know if the stall’s owner was even aware of what had happened. He shucked on his fur-lined coat and threw the second stolen jacket to Moon. With tight lips, she repeated his action.

“Underground,” he finally gasped, skidding to a stop at the far wall. His eyes scanned the cold and hard brick expanse, searching frantically for something. He seemed to find what he was looking for in a far corner because, with a grunt, he grabbed her hand again and began following the wall to its end.

“We’ve given our minders the slip,” he muttered, keeping his head down. Around them, heavily-garbed humans and aliens swirled. “But it’ll take time for them to gather the soldiers already on the planet. It will also take time for the next shuttle to arrive. I think we have about an hour before things start getting serious.”

Moon and Srin moved at the same pace as the surrounding population. The purloined jackets helped them blend in.


When they finally reached the corner that was Srin’s destination, he bent down and examined a large rectangular hatch set into the wall. Its edges were reddish-brown and bubbled from rust. Fading white lettering was unintelligible, faded and entirely scraped away in places. Srin grabbed the inset handle with two hands, heaved and twisted it anti-clockwise.

Moon remained standing above him, shielding his actions as much as possible and trying to look casual as she scanned the surroundings. She took advantage of the time to shrug off her right sleeve and sling her bag more securely over that shoulder. When she slipped the jacket back on she zipped it up securely.

“Done.” She heard Srin’s voice, quiet and satisfied, and then he was standing beside her. “There’s a ladder inside,” he told her, looking out into the crowd. “Get in and start climbing.”

Moon bent to look into the opening. A shaft led down into darkness. She ducked and eased herself through the hatchway, feet first. One foot caught on an unseen metal rung and she started descending. After several seconds, she heard Srin follow.

She stopped to look up at him, moving her body to one side and angling her head so she could see what he was doing. He pulled at the metal plate. A beam of artificial light caught his features, throwing them into relief, making them look grim and expressionless—then, with a screeching protest, it slid shut and all light was cut off. There were more sounds. It was obvious Srin was trying to secure the panel more thoroughly. Then came a rhythmic hollow chink as he started descending above her. Using that as a signal, Moon continued downwards.

The air got perceptibly cooler as they climbed down. They descended farther and farther, until Moon thought they must have been in the core of the planet by now. Above her, Srin’s steps kept up a steady pace, so she concentrated on just finding the rung below with her foot and kept on descending. The corroded metal bit into her palms after a while, but she kept going, and her bare fingers started tingling and turning numb at the tips before she finally splashed in some shallow water with a last, jarring step. They had arrived at the bottom of the shaft—wherever that was. She moved to one side and heard Srin land next to her. It was still pitch-black.

“Don’t suppose you brought a—”

A faint blue beam of illumination swung around the narrow space, highlighting narrow tunnels that snaked away in several directions. Thick bundles of cables followed the ceiling of each of the tunnels, tacked against the concrete every metre or so.

“—light,” Moon finished.

He flashed a grin and winked at her.

Now that she had finally stopped moving, Moon felt an ache in her arms and legs. She stretched both shoulders and felt a painful twinge near her kidneys.

“Ow!” she gasped softly. That must have been where she collided with the boxes at the start of her escape.

“We have to keep moving,” Srin whispered. “They’ll search the centre first. We should head away from the town.”

“Away? Won’t that make it easier to find us?”

He chose a direction—arbitrarily, it seemed—and ducked into the tunnel. The ceiling was low, so he was bent over. His walk was more of a shuffle as he half-stepped along its length. Moon followed, head down, and used her hands against the dry curved wall to help steady herself.


“They’ll be expecting us to stay where the people are,” Srin answered. “They’ll think we want to find a way off the planet as quickly as we can. So, we won’t.” The beam of light from the torch swung back and forth with his steps. The walls were featureless. All Moon could see was the tunnel, stretching into the darkness.

“Where exactly are we?” she asked. “How did you know about this place?”

How did he know to bring a torch?

Srin walked briskly and Moon struggled to keep up. Every few metres, she had to attempt a half run so he didn’t leave her behind. Her legs protested at the uneven surface they were trying to navigate, but she was happy to indulge in an activity that kept the blood pumping through her veins. At least the exercise was keeping her warm, she thought wryly.

“Have you heard of drain-diving?” he asked after a short silence.

“No.”

“It’s something I did as a teenager. A group of us used to explore the subterranean drainage systems under cities we visited.” The ceiling was gradually sloping down, and the walls became more circular until they finally stopped at the intersection with four other—much larger—pipes. Each was easily two and a half metres in diameter.

They stepped out and, with a sigh, Moon stood up straight and stretched her back. She winced as her kidneys, hip and shoulders protested anew. After some consideration, Srin led them down the leftmost tunnel. “It’s a truism of the modern world that, for every level you build up, there’s usually an equivalent level down. More so on a mining planet like this. The hollowed-out real estate is too much of an opportunity to pass up.”

He stopped for a moment, seemed to reconsider his choice, and then kept going. “People still cross the galaxy with a sense of wonder. But most of them forget about what’s under the ground.”

“Won’t they find us here?”

“Earth and water are good sensor shields. When you combine them with the rampant cross-interference from all those transmitters above the surface—and the electromagnetic radiation from the cable bundles just over our heads—I’m reasonably certain we’re safe from their sensors for now. Of course, if they start bombing the place, that may change, but I don’t think they’ll do that.”

Recalling the serpent’s smile on Rosca Moises’s face, Moon doubted the consul would baulk at taking such an action, but didn’t say anything. They kept walking.

It was a different world, dim and cold. Moon rubbed her hands frequently to warm them up. Didn’t it ever get warm on this planet? Instead of a ship’s humming, the rhythm of the underground was carried by regular drips of water. Although the first, cramped tunnel had been dry, water trickled along the floor of this one. There was no way to avoid it.

“Here,” Srin finally said, lifting himself up and into a shelf-like cavity at waist level. “Let’s stop here for a while and think. It’s a disused outlet from the looks of things.”

He offered his hand and Moon took it gratefully, wedging herself next to him. They just sat for a while, catching their breaths, sharing their heat, listening for signs of anyone following. Except for the steady dripping of water, the tunnels were silent.

“We did it,” he said quietly, pride in his voice. “We escaped.”

“The trick is,” she commented, “staying that way.”

“Did you destroy the files?”

That was Moon’s part of phase two of their escape. “I set the scramble-bombs for two hours after our arrival on the planet. Even if they can salvage my research, it won’t do them any good without you. Or me.”

A corner of his mouth tilted up. Then he switched off the light and they were enveloped in the chill and damp darkness. “Conserving power,” he told her. “And escaping detection. Voice and light carry easily down these tunnels. We should be careful.”


She nodded, then realised he couldn’t see her movement. “Sure,” she said softly. Then a thought struck her. “I wonder if Drue will get court-martialled over this.” She felt regret over what would happen to him. He had always treated her with courtesy and sensitivity. It seemed like a poor way to repay him for such manners.

“Most likely. Even if he retains his commission, his career is probably over.”

“He said that.”

“Did he?” There was surprise in Srin’s voice.

“Yes. He told me that news of Moises heading for his ship was enough to kill any future promotion for him.” She decided not to tell Srin just yet about Drue’s grandmother. They still had enough difficulties ahead of them without bringing up the dreaded subject of Bliss.

“He’s probably right.”

They remained silent for a while, still too keyed-up to relax. “How long do we stay here?” Moon asked.

“Let’s rest for an hour, then keep moving. I want to be ahead of the first wave of search teams and hiding somewhere they can’t find us by the time they reach our general location.”

On a Republic planet, they knew they could—with luck—evade the Space Fleet. Without help, however, they couldn’t outrun them completely.

“I think I’ll try contacting Kad tomorrow, if I can,” she said into the blackness.

“They’ll be tracking communications.”

“I’m fairly confident he will have allowed for that, or at least set up an encrypted channel.”

“Do you think he’ll help us?”

“I….” She hesitated. That was the critical question. Their escape wouldn’t collapse completely if the disguised comms chip couldn’t reach Kad, but it would increase the risk of capture significantly. Srin’s concerns were depressing and completely valid. But, on her side Moon was buoyed by the fact that her old research partner had given her the camouflaged comms chip in the first place. The investment of time and effort needed to craft such an unassuming piece of technology indicated that he was still open to further dialogue from her.

…if you ever get to that stage when you feel like the only choice left is to either jump off a cliff or be lasered, give me a call.

“I think there’s a good chance he’ll help,” she finally said.

“How long do you think you’ll need?” Srin asked.

“For the phone call? No more than ten minutes. And you’ll be beside me when I make it.”

“I don’t know how useful I’ll be, Moon.” His voice was strained. “It might be better if you left me somewhere and came back for me.”

“No,” she answered firmly. “I’m not leaving you alone.”

“I don’t know,” he repeated, and she knew from the movements of his body next to hers that he was shaking his head.

She was apprehensive too, because she knew what the next day brought. Not Day-One or Day-Two Srin, but Day-Three Srin. The last time they had gone through this, Day-Three Srin was as alert as he ever was. But Moon worried that Savic had somehow manipulated the drug’s formula again, decreasing the time between withdrawal of the drug and the onset of the potentially fatal, mind-destroying fever. She had some insurance against that, Moon thought grimly, but it would be better if she didn’t have to use it at all.


She heard the exhaustion and doubt in his voice, and felt its mirror resonate throughout her body. There was no way they could go back now, even if they wanted to. Srin had proven himself to no longer be the reliable test subject he had been for the past two decades. She had deliberately destroyed confidential data. All they could do was grope their way towards an uncertain future. And it was doubly ironic that Moon should seek out a figure from her past to help in that quest. She knew Kad was somewhere out there in the galaxy. She knew he had given her the chance to contact him. But, after more than three years, was that link still alive?

It seemed she and Srin could live or die now at another’s whim. What a terrible way to live a life, she thought sadly. But that was still in the future. Right now, they were safe and dry, huddled together against the cold. Srin brushed her again and she felt a shiver of awareness set fire to her skin.

Slowly, she unzipped her pants, peeling them off her legs one at a time until she felt the rough, cold concrete beneath her.

“What are you doing?” Srin’s voice sounded harsh. His hand reached out and touched Moon’s bare thigh. “Moon?”

She shifted, lifting one leg over where she thought Srin was, hitting his right knee. He extended that leg immediately—she heard his heel slide along the pipe’s interior—and held her waist as he guided her down across his lap.

“I’m getting a sense of perspective,” she said. “A reason to keep going.”

She searched for, found, his lips with a questing fingertip. And kissed him.

Heaven again, and she forgot the chill against her knees. Grabbing his hands, she forced them under her top. They were cold and invigorating against her heated flesh.

Srin needed little additional urging. He massaged her breasts, seeking out her nipples with his thumbs, pressing them against his hands until they hardened into sensitive, aroused peaks.

She pushed her body forward while she entered his mouth with her tongue. Eyes open or closed, it didn’t matter in the absolute darkness. The sense of touch was supreme in their small, underground shelter. Her tongue ran along the even edge of his teeth as she fumbled with his trousers, then his cock sprang free, already half-erect. It wasn’t a monstrously long organ, but it was thick and smooth and Moon ran her fingers over it lovingly, stroking the head until she felt a bead of lubrication at its tip. Taking the moisture onto her finger, she broke away from the kiss and slowly guided her finger to his mouth. The exhalation of Srin’s breath was hot against her digit, then his lips engulfed her and he licked himself off her.

Moon groaned and lifted herself before ruthlessly settling on Srin’s erection. She was so wet, it only took two strokes for her to take him in completely, her groin resting against his. She loved the feeling of Srin inside her, stretching her, and she squeezed against him. With her hands on his shoulders, she began moving, sliding up and down while he pinched her nipples and softly bit her through the material of her clothes.

The sounds of their lovemaking seemed loud in the subterranean cavern, but they were little more than groans and choked moans, accompanied by the scrape of limbs and slither of clothes against the uneven texture of the concrete.

She didn’t feel cold anymore. Instead, Moon felt the heated blood rushing through her arteries, warming the ends of her toes and the tips of her fingers. In the darkness, she heard the pounding of her heart, a frantic staccato, as she mercilessly rode Srin.

“Moon…”

Srin’s voice was strangled, his fingers searching out her sex. Moon pulled his hands to one side and kept riding him, not resting until he reached orgasm with a shuttered cry. Convulsing, he emptied himself into her. She continued milking him, squeezing and relaxing against him, until he tore his hands free from hers and stilled her hips.


“You,” he whispered. “You didn’t…”

She kissed him, hard, on the lips. “You owe me,” she said. “And I mean to collect.”








Chapter Twenty-One



They rested, even their light touches against each other more intimate, more meaningful, in the dark. Then, without a word, they dropped back to the tunnel floor and kept walking.

The tunnel met up with another network through which Srin led them with only the occasional pause to get his bearings at branching tunnels. They continued for what seemed like an eternity until Moon noticed a brighter glow coming from the ceiling some distance ahead. Soon enough she could make out the light source—a shaft. When they got under the opening, she saw that it was capped by what had to be a circular lid punctuated by holes that let sunshine in. It was daytime, then. They must have walked through the night.

The sunlight lit the edges of the utilitarian rungs that led up to the lid and

Moon sighed. Getting down into the tunnel complex had been easy enough—Srin had been in full control of his physical reactions then—but the trip upwards was going to be…difficult. She glanced over at her lover. She had been right. Savic had changed the drug dosage and Srin was already suffering the after-effects. The tremors wracking his body were frequent and unstoppable but there was no choice. They had to get out. They had to get to a comms station. It was their only hope.

Looking down, she flexed her forearms. They had no choice, they had to do this. “Srin.” She grabbed him and forced him to look at her. It was a small mercy that his face was still swathed in darkness. She thought her heart would break if she clearly read the suffering on his face. “Srin, we’ve got to go up.” She shook him gently to emphasise her point. “Up. Do you understand?”

He didn’t answer but nodded in a jerky fashion.

“You go first, but I’ll be right behind you, supporting you.”

Srin shuffled to the rungs, put his hands on the first rung…and waited. Moon, biting her lip, said nothing.

Then, with immense effort, he pulled himself up and she breathed a sigh of relief as his feet cleared the floor. Quickly, she moved up below him, making sure he could feel the contact of her body against the backs of his calves. Slowly, with many pauses, they ascended the shaft.

The next challenge came when they reached the last handful of rungs. Moon knew Srin was pushing himself to the limit and had no strength to shove against the heavy metal lid above them. With a tug on his trousers and pats against his legs, she managed to move him to the very edge of the cold metal treads, then cautiously stepped up to his level, struggling to ease the lid out of position. It finally moved out of its niche with a loud grating sound, showering them with a brief rain of pulverised rock and rust. The height of the sun in the sky that beat down on Moon’s head—and the glare in her eyes—told her it was some time in the afternoon.

They were no more than two hundred metres from a town. A mining operation, by the looks of it. Except for a huge warehouse, the buildings were smaller and older than those of the spaceport city near which they’d landed the day before. None of the buildings were more than three stories high, and the place appeared to be largely abandoned. Moon was about to assume the town was completely deserted when she spied the glint of a flyer’s exhausts just beyond the corner of a wall. Was the place still inhabited? She would need to be cautious.

She pulled herself out of the tunnel as quickly as she could, helping a shivering Srin after her, then kicked the circular lid back into place.


In the unforgiving light, Srin’s face was drawn and pasty and his hair was slick with perspiration. Moon didn’t need to hear his laboured breathing to know he was in pain; she could see it in his clouded grey eyes. Damn that bastard, Savic. She was sorry there wasn’t a chance to kill him before she left the Differential.

She had been debating her next move, hoping that she’d have just one more day of her usual Srin before he began deteriorating, but now she had no choice. She desperately needed help. With no time to think of any alternate plans, there was only one person she could turn to.

“Lean on me,” she told him. “We’ve got to get down to the camp.”

“I…don’t…think….”

“You can’t leave me like this, Srin,” she hissed through gritted teeth. She knew it wasn’t his fault, but she needed him to fight the shivering and the fever for as long as possible. “Not after all the planning we’ve done. Not after we’ve made it this far. Come on.”

He let her take his right arm and sling it over her shoulders while he cradled his middle with his left. He was so obviously in pain, but they couldn’t stop now.

Over the faint whistle of wind and the rattle of loose sheets of metal, Moon heard the muted sound of conversation. While they looked neglected from a distance, close up the buildings showed signs of maintenance. Soldering repairs gleamed a dull silver against the brown-red of the walls and the windows contained their full complement of glass. Occasionally, they passed a shed half-concealing newer-looking equipment, protective paint still adhering to the metal panels.

Stumbling, they made it into the town. Moon was working up the courage to enter a building and ask for the loan of a comms console when she heard the downdraft of a vehicle in the direction of the main street. She left Srin leaning against a wall, shivering and sweating, while she ran to the nearest corner and peered around it.

Damn, but it was one of the Differential’s shuttles! The door opened and a figure stepped out briskly. Drue! And he didn’t look happy. Moon ducked back out of sight and swore under her breath. It was too far back to the maintenance shaft and over open ground. They’d be spotted for sure. She took a couple of steadying gulps of air and hurried back to where she left Srin, trying every door she could find along the way.

Finally, one door on the opposite side of the lane creaked open. It was the entrance to a storage shed, ancient and dilapidated. Moon half carried Srin over to it, blindly shoving him through the doorway and up against a wall. She quietly closed the door.

The only source of light was a window with a thick coating of grime and dust inside and out. Barely enough light filtered through for Moon to make out a jumble of canvas-covered shapes and metal scraps, rods and containers scattered around the room. She helped Srin along the wall and behind the nearest large shape—a shrouded cube about the size of a desk. She swiftly piled scraps of this and that atop the cube, to help shield them from the view of anyone who might look into the shed.

“It’s Drue,” she whispered to her companion, crouching beside him and hunching over to make herself appear smaller. She pulled Srin’s jacket over his head, to make it look like he was nothing but a discarded sack of something. “We got here just before a search party did. If we’re lucky, and stay still, they might restrict themselves to the major buildings.”

Moon didn’t know if Srin heard a word of what she said. In the dusty shafts of light that arrowed into the small room, she could see that his eyes were dilated. His breathing was rapid and shallow. He vibrated beneath her touch like a drop of water on a hot plate. Trying to keep him away from anything that might tip over, she pressed against him, keeping a firm grip on his hands.

“Hold on,” she told him. “They’ll be gone soon. Just hold on.”

She heard voices close by, but couldn’t make out the words. Then the shadows of two people fell across the dirty window, blocking the sunlight.


Please walk past, she mouthed soundlessly. Please walk past. Please—

The door creaked, then opened with a shudder.

“—I’ll check in here.”

She knew that voice. Drue Jeen.

Moon’s entire body turned to ice. She looked up through a mesh of metal scraps, tins and rods, willing Drue to look quickly around—at eye level, then up at the ceiling—and leave. He looked haggard and angry, his usually immaculate hair ruffled, as if he had repeatedly run his hands through it. Despite their positions on opposite sides of the Republic fence, Moon felt sorry for him.

He glanced at the ceiling, and then at the haphazard shelves against the back wall. Then he dropped his gaze—

—and met Moon’s.

She froze, too scared to utter even a squeak of dismay. His gaze locked with hers for a second, then flicked past her to take in Srin’s shivering form. Even under the jacket’s bulk, it must have been obvious who was with her.

What was he thinking? Moon couldn’t tell. The expression on his face seemed carved there, impassive and permanent. They looked at each other again for several long seconds. Then, with slow deliberation, he backed out of the shed and closed the door. His shadow fell across the window, then disappeared.

Moon almost fainted with relief. Drue had just saved their lives.

Despite the reprieve, she remained stiffly in position, listening to occasional fragments of muffled conversations beyond the closed door. After a period of silence, she heard—and felt—the low rumble of what must have been the shuttle departing.

She felt under the jacket for Srin’s face. The fierce heat from his cheek threatened to scorch her fingers. She pushed back the jacket’s hood, but the shed was too cramped for her to remove it completely from him. With his full weight slumped sideways, she knew she only had strength to stagger outside with him, not guide him down a long or complicated route.

Hoping she was making the right decision, she left him, half-conscious and shivering while she eased out of the small hut. Whatever few inhabitants were still living in the ramshackle town would be on the alert for her now. Her best chance lay in getting her hands on some transport and heading north, away from the major population centres and the commercial spaceport.

She crept cautiously around the corners. At one point, her satchel banged against her back. She jumped—she’d forgotten about the bag—then closed her eyes and steadied her breathing. Everything now depended on her. It was exciting and terrifying at the same time. Phase four of their escape had arrived with a solid bang. If Moon couldn’t find some way of keeping them clear of the troop sweeps, and get medical help for Srin at the same time, then they were done for.

The flyer she eventually found in an off-street parking space looked as old as the rest of the town but was still serviceable. It was fifty metres or so from what sounded like an informal eating house, its music carrying to where she stood. There were other, newer modes of transport here, parked on angles next to each other, but they were all palm-locked, keyed to their owner’s print and DNA. Only the small, faded flyer was unsecured, wires protruding from a jagged squarish hole where its lock panel should have been.

Moon climbed in, switched on the engine and carefully throttled the flyer out of the corral, heading back to the shed. A gauge indicated it was three-quarters full of fuel.


She kept the engine running as she fetched Srin, bundling him awkwardly into the seat beside her, not caring anymore how much noise she made. Speed was of the essence. With a brief look at the controls, she twisted the small craft left and headed north.

 

It was nighttime and Moon was colder than she had ever been in her life. The mining town was five hours behind them. She had been cruising steadily, trying to look like she was a native traveling on legitimate business. She eventually decided to set down at the third large town they approached, circling in low and landing in one of the rougher looking neighbourhoods on the northwestern fringe of the town. With any luck, the stolen flyer would blend straight into the urban destruction around them, ready for a quick getaway. Or, depending on how the call to Kad went, it might end up as a prize for some opportunistic thief.

The uncooperative navigation computer finally spat out the name of the place they had landed, after she punched at the console several times in frustration. She knew it was a sign of the stress she was under, but she couldn’t help herself. It felt good smacking an inanimate panel. Wessness. The name was faintly otherworldly, as though humans had displaced an alien community and twisted the original title into something they could pronounce.

Wessness was as dirty as the previous two places they had tracked through. There was the same scar of destruction running through the northwest district where Moon decided to take refuge. She saw figures skulking in the shadows but the half-anticipated attack did not occur. Maybe she and Srin looked like an addict and his girlfriend, part of the normal population in such locales, and so were left alone. Moon didn’t know, but she was happy for the sliver of peace. But the safety of a destroyed stretch of commercial buildings extracted its own price. It took her almost an hour of scouting, then shifting the flyer, from one broken street to another, before she found a comms booth that wasn’t vandalised into its component parts. An hour of watching Srin’s sweaty, shaky form convulse itself into spasms, while the high fever burnt him up.

Trembling, she peeled off the chip from where she’d hidden it, inside her shoe under her foot’s arch. The presence of that small square was slight but enough to make her feel a bit unbalanced the entire time she’d been on her feet. She was relieved to fish it out from under the shoe liner.

With trepidation, she shoved it into the too-big card slot. The screen threw up jagged lines of white before it cleared and a human face appeared. However, it was not the human face Moon was expecting to see.

“Galaxy Accounts. How may I help you?”

It was an AI, patched into the comms signal. Moon could tell the female looking back at her was a construct because the eyes were vacant-looking and the smile on her face never wavered. Considering the desolation in the street behind Moon, it should have.

Moon stared at the woman. A wrong number? After all she had been through, how could it be a wrong number? What was she going—

To add insult to injury, the screen blacked out at that moment. Moon was too exhausted to even react. Then it brightened again, and a familiar pair of marine-blue eyes stared back at her.

“Moon? What a pleasant surprise!”

She almost collapsed then, but fell forward instead, on hands she placed on either side of the small, dirty screen, pushing into the metal casing, using the discomfort against her palms to keep her alert. She had to be quick and quiet. The smoky privacy screen that normally surrounded a comms booth had been destroyed a long time ago. Some of the glass-like fragments still littered the ground around her, crunching underneath her shoes.

He looked older; the lines on his face were etched deeper and there was a touch of grey at his temples, but energy still crackled from him.


“Kad.” She should have been explaining the situation in fast, clipped sentences, but all she could say was his name, only half-believing it was really him. Had she really managed to get herself and Srin this far in their crazy escape plan? It seemed too good to be true.

The features of her old, trusted and most secretive fellow researcher stared at her from the glowing screen. Damn him, but he looked warm, wherever he was. The scene behind him was fuzzy and out of focus; it gave nothing away.

“You need my help,” he said.

It wasn’t a question, and she nodded, wondering if the desperation she was feeling was painted so clearly on her face.

“Where are you?”

“The planet’s Slater’s End, near the Fodox Stellar Barrens, eight days normal from the Suzuki Mass. I’m in a town called Wessness.”

His eyebrows rose as he consulted something off-screen. “You’re causing that transmission frenzy.” A small smile split his lips. “Well done, Moon. You’re giving the Republic a good run for their money.”

She swatted away his compliment with a quick flick of her hand.

“I need to get away. We need to get away.”

The mirth left his face. “We?”

With tears smarting at the back of her eyes, Moon bent down to where Srin cowered at her feet, shaking uncontrollably. Taking a breath, she pulled him by the collar up within view of the small monitor, showed him to Kad for a second, then lowered him gently to the littered ground.

“We.” Her voice was definite.

“Who is he?” Kad’s voice was cold. “He looks like an addict.”

“He is. His name is Turk.” Something made Moon hold back his real name. A sense of paranoia. A fear of eavesdroppers, even on what was supposed to be an encrypted line. She had come too far to get careless now.

“You’re making things difficult, Moon. I can get you out without a problem, but having to do it with two people,” his eyes flicked to the bottom of the screen, “especially with one in that condition, is awkward.”

“I wouldn’t ask you if it wasn’t important, Kad. I wouldn’t have contacted you if I wasn’t desperate.”

He gazed thoughtfully at her, then his face cleared.

“What have you got to trade?” At her look of surprise, he continued. “We’re a thriving organisation, Moon, but we don’t provide charity. If you want me to help, you have to give me a reason.”

So, she couldn’t depend solely on her previous relationship with him. Or maybe she might have been able to if it hadn’t been for Srin. She felt him tremble against her shins. Just as well she had something else.

“I have notes on my research. StellMil One.”

“I hear it didn’t work,” Kad countered.

Moon was impressed by the intelligence network he obviously had at his command. “It was deliberately sabotaged. By the man I just showed you.”

A spark lit in Kad’s eyes. “Really? Impressive. I assume from the expression on your face that you didn’t know about that beforehand.”

“That’s right.”

“So why bring him along? Leave him there and I guarantee you’ll be offplanet in hours.”


“No,” Moon answered firmly. “My addict comes with me.”

“Who is he, Moon?” His voice was soft. “Really?”

“No Turk, no deal, Kad,” she repeated, deflecting the question. “Take it or leave it.”

He paused, considering. “StellMil One?”

She nodded. “I destroyed the original research.” Even if the Republic could salvage the data, it would be useless without Srin. “And I’ve got the only copy of notes in the galaxy.”

And the only computer capable of deciphering them, shivering at my feet.

“You’re sure it works?”

“I…think so. The model is solid, and more advanced than what you and I worked on.”

She could see he was mulling over everything she said. Then he took a deep breath and let it out. “Very well. I’ll get you in touch with someone.”

“Turk needs medical help. And quickly. If he remains in his fever for another day, he’ll suffer permanent brain damage.”

Kad’s lips thinned in annoyance. “Are you sure you want him to be part of this deal, Moon? Every minute I listen to you, the situation gets worse.”

“Both of us or nothing,” she insisted.

He was unhappy with her decision. She could see it in his face, hear it in his voice. Fuck him, she thought.

“Do you have transport?”

“Yes, we have an old flyer. It still has some fuel in it.”

“Ditch it, away from this booth. Then take a passenger bullet to the northwest sector. Station One. I’ll send someone to pick you up outside. Her name is Leen Vazueb. She’s a doctor.”

“Thank you.”

“You have thirty minutes to make the rendezvous, or she leaves without you. If she gets you, I’ll be in touch again later.” His image winked out, then a thin tendril of smoke emerged from the credit slot. That, Moon thought, would be the chip self-destructing. Her only way off the planet was now fried to a crisp. She hoped the doctor was as trustworthy as Kad thought her to be.








Chapter Twenty-Two



She dreaded going anywhere near people, especially with Srin in such a bad condition, but she had no choice. Using some of the spare, solid disc cash she had in her bag, she paid for two tickets to the indicated station and boarded the first passenger bullet to the northwest of Wessness.

The ride was jerky, but kept moving along, only just threatening to grind to a halt, but never quite doing so. The elongated cabin they were seated in could hold perhaps thirty or forty people, but there were only two other stragglers. Everyone was careful to keep their faces averted, busy hoarding their own secrets.

She hugged Srin closely as she replayed Drue’s last expression in her head, over and over again. It was obvious he was defying Rosca Moises, but she didn’t know why. He was risking his career by helping them, if not his life, and jeopardising the well-being and livelihoods of any family he had. Why would he do that for two relative strangers? Was he, like Kad, a member of anti-Republic forces? Or maybe this was revenge on the consul and her less than subtle interaction skills? Did he let them go because he felt sorry for them? Or was there another reason? It had all happened so fast—just the shock of their gazes clashing had knocked every coherent thought out of Moon’s head—and then he was gone. If there was ever an opportunity in the future to repay him, assuming she and Srin made it out of their current predicament alive, she knew she would do whatever it took. She was now bound to Drue by a tie of honour.

When they reached the last station, Moon stumbled out. Srin was getting worse by the hour, and was now mumbling to himself. She managed to push him through the station’s passenger gates and they stepped into the frigid night air, made more chill by the sharp breeze that swept down the empty street.

Moon and Srin crossed to the building opposite the station. Like the majority of its neighbours, it was also derelict. It had originally been constructed of metal, but its thick pilings were now twisted and bare. Most of the covering panels were smashed or missing. Thick strokes of black streaked its sides, disappearing into the gloom above. The building was little more than a burnt-out shell, Moon thought. She sniffed the wall but couldn’t smell anything that resembled burnt material. It must have happened a long time ago.

The wind cut through their clothing and Moon’s arms started to feel numb. “Not much longer,” she whispered to Srin. She squeezed him against a pillar, clutching at his other side with one arm to keep him upright. “We’re going to see a doctor.”

Srin responded with an incomprehensible mumble. Every now and then, he drew a shocked, shuddering breath, and then fell silent. When a single spotlight targeted an area next to them fifteen minutes later, and a canopied flyer landed, Moon was too cold to move. A short woman with neatly cropped blue hair exited the bubble and hurried over to where Moon and Srin were huddled.

“Are you K’s friend?”

Moon couldn’t force any words past her frozen throat. She nodded.

“I’m Leen. Follow me.”

But, in the end, she had to help Moon and Srin stumble into the craft. Srin twitched alarmingly as he lay along the back seat, and Moon collapsed in the front, next to their saviour.

“I have a place on the southwest continent,” the woman told her. “That’s where I was when I got Kad’s call. We’ll head back there.”

Moon nodded. Then, much to her subsequent embarrassment, she fell into an exhausted and dreamless sleep.


 

When Moon awoke, Leen Vazueb was guiding the flyer into an underground vehicle hold.

“Where are we?” she asked.

“This is a private medical facility for the politicians and Republic administrators in this sector.” Leen snorted when she saw Moon instinctively clutch at her seat. “Relax. It stands empty most of the time. And it was built to preserve privacy, so it’s going to be easy for us to get in.”

“Do you work here?”

“Sometimes. It makes me some extra money.” She unbuckled her seat restraint. “Wait here. I’ll make sure the coast is clear.”

She slipped out of the craft in one lithe movement, and Moon watched her slim figure as it headed across the even, smooth floor to a lift-tube. She disappeared into it seconds later, heading up.

In the contained silence of the bubble, Moon heard her own breathing as a loud, tense series of inhales and jerky exhales. She unbuckled her restraint and twisted sideways to see how Srin was faring. He had fallen into a fitful sleep. Now that she was feeling a little more relaxed—at least now they had someone helping them—and out of the frigid outside air, she touched his head and realised that Srin’s fever was not as bad as she thought. He was hot, incredibly so, but had not yet reached the level he had while in her quarters. Moon estimated he still had at least half a day before the ultra-high fever kicked in and with it the threat of brain damage.

That was good, she thought, because she had just one more trick up her sleeve, but she didn’t want to resort to it. Not after last time.

She eased back into her seat and faced forward. There was little she could do now but wait, and watch as small patches of condensation formed on the inside of the flyer’s canopy. She wondered how much longer Leen Vazueb would take.

Ten minutes later, Leen emerged, trotting over to the flyer. There was something about her movements that weren’t as fluid as they were before, and Moon felt a churn of alarm twisting in her stomach.

“Who the hell are you?” Leen demanded roughly as she punched open the canopy and flung herself into the flyer. With practised skill, she backed the flyer out and shot off low and away from the medical centre. “Not only have they locked down the big spaceport, but they’ve done the same to every medical facility on the planet. I couldn’t even get to the medical supplies.” She jerked her head back as she flew. “I presume it’s because of him.”

“Yes.” Moon was certain of it.

“Well, shit, we’re in a fine mess now.” She swore with vehemence. “I don’t suppose you could’ve told me beforehand that this was what they were going to do?”

“I didn’t know,” Moon protested, but she was met with a brief, but sceptical, silence.

The flyer accelerated and suddenly banked into a turn.

“I was supposed to make one of my monthly rounds of the lunar camps,” the doctor said shortly. “I told them I couldn’t make it due to an emergency—Kad’s call—but it may be our only chance.”

Moon wanted to ask her what she meant by that, but the grim look on Leen’s face told her she was too angry and preoccupied to give a complete answer. All Moon could do was trust the doctor and hope for the best.

They cleared a series of low hills and a bright, flat field spread open in front of them. Moon saw two sets of navigation beacons, pulsing and radiating outwards from a central point, a series of low buildings and huge fibre-nets slung between tall columns of thick steel.


“This is the spaceport,” she said, fear choking her voice. Had the doctor decided they were too much trouble and were now about to turn them in to the Republic? Moon briefly considered the potential for the success of an attack on the woman, and was tensing her muscles when Leen spoke again.

“That’s a spaceport,” she corrected. “Not the commercial one on the other side of the planet. This is a private field.”

They landed again and Leen wasted no words on pleasant assurances. “Get out. Get him out, too. I’ll see if I can arrange something.”

Moon struggled to lift Srin’s slick and half-conscious form out of the flyer. In doing so, she woke him up. He opened his eyes but those grey depths were glazed with pain.

“Moon,” he whispered frantically, searching blindly for her with one hand.

“Hush,” she said, kissing him on the cheek. His skin was salty from sweat. “I’m here. We’re safe.”

“Hurts.”

“I know.”

Where the fuck was Leen? And she called herself a doctor!

“It won’t be long now,” she soothed. “Just hold on.”

Leen strode back in view not long after. She looked at Srin, now back to shivering and mumbling, and shook her head.

“We can’t do it.”

“Do what?”

“Smuggle you on the Merry-Go-Round. That’s the small cargo ship you saw parked out on the field,” she explained. “We have a shielded smuggling niche, that’s not the problem. And the captain is willing to take us to the Lunar Fifteen facility. But there’ll be a Republic team on board as well. They won’t detect you behind the shielding but if he makes a noise or hits something…” Her eyes narrowed. “I’m sorry. You’ll have to find someone else to help you.”

No. After coming this far, after throwing away the chance for a normal life, Moon was not going to let it all unravel in front of her now.

“You’re a doctor,” she said hotly. “Can’t you treat him?”

Leen met her accusatory gaze evenly and shrugged. “Sure, if we can get to the Lunar Fifteen facility. But—”

“If Srin keeps quiet, can we get on board?”

Leen remained unconvinced. “In his current state?”

“Forget his current state. If he remains quiet and doesn’t move can we get to the facility?”

“Yes, but I don’t know how you’re going to do it. Even strapping him down and taping his mouth shut won’t be enough to stop him. And my usual supplies were back at the clinic we left.”

“Don’t you carry an emergency kit with you?” Moon asked. She didn’t mean it to sound accusatory, but knew it had been taken that way by the way Leen stiffened.

“I told you I was on my way somewhere else,” the doctor snarled. “I thought this was just a lift-and-drop operation. Nobody told me otherwise.”

The two women faced each other, their bodies tense, open hostility evident on their faces. Finally, Moon let out her breath.

“I don’t want to fight you,” she said, aware of a time window that had just snapped shut in her face. “I just need some help.”


“Get on the Merry-Go-Round and you’ll get some. But you have to convince me first that you can keep him quiet.”

Moon looked over at Srin, curled around the flyer’s side panel and shivering. She hesitated, then reached under her jacket for her satchel. Unsealing the flap, she reached in. And withdrew a small square of sage-green material.

“What is it?” Leen asked.

Moon looked down at it distastefully. She thought she could feel the virus from the fragment of towel, like tiny ants, crawling along her fingers and up her wrist.

“This is the drug that calms him down.”

“Does it work?”

“Yes.”

“Then why haven’t you given it to him already?”

“It has nasty side-effects. Emotional side-effects,” she corrected quickly. “He’ll fall asleep once the virus enters his system.”

“And he’ll be quiet? And still?”

Moon looked at her. “Like a corpse.”

Leen stepped up close. “Okay. We’ll try this. But remember one thing? the captain and the crew of the Merry-Go-Round are risking their lives to help you. If we get discovered through any mistake on your part, or that of your mysterious boyfriend, you’ll be sucking vacuum within nanoseconds. Do you understand?”

Moon felt the doctor’s hot breath on her face, but it didn’t intimidate her. Nothing intimidated her anymore. It was as if, by recognising and accepting the fact that she could die, she had sloughed its fear from her flesh.

“As crystal,” she replied evenly, and briefly lifted an eyebrow. “Shall we get going?”

 

The voyage to Lunar Fifteen took seven hours of being confined in a long, dark, stuffy space. It was like being buried alive. For the second time since she met Srin, Moon was forced to betray him. She had gone to the Differential’s gym while the ship was a few hours from planetfall at Slater’s End, and stolen one of the towels. In its entirety, it was a soft but bulky item, so she ripped it until she had a squarish scrap, measuring about fifteen centimetres on either side, banking on the fact that it was quality, rather than quantity, that mattered.

She hadn’t wanted to take the cloth with her at all, but knew she needed every bit of advantage she could get. A conscious and oblivious Srin was still much better than one ostensibly cured, but left with permanent brain damage.

To her mingled disgust and relief, the towel worked its magic and Srin fell into a deep, silent sleep, his head by her feet, his feet by her hair.

Leen told her later that a Republic sensor crew had come aboard to scan the vessel, delaying the Merry-Go-Round’s departure by forty minutes. They found nothing to alert them, and had disembarked before lift-off.

The Lunar Fifteen facility was like nothing Moon had been on—or in. To maximise atmospheric containment, most of the Lunar Fifteen facility was built underground, with airtight locks between different sections. Leen had two of the Merry-Go-Round’s crewmembers deliver Srin’s unconscious form to a clinic some distance from the stubby docking tower they had locked with upon arrival. They set him down and left with quick nods of their heads to Leen. It was obvious she was a well-known, well-respected person at the exotic ore mining camp.


Moon followed, looking around. An ante-room, which looked like it handled less severe cases, contained a desk, three chairs and a narrow adjustable bed. This connected to a bay that looked a lot more serious. This is where the crewmembers had delivered Srin. The wide single bed was away from the door and below an ancient-looking bio-diagnostic panel. The panel was still dark. Did that mean it was manually activated? Or that it didn’t work at all?

The room, cramped and claustrophobic, also contained a small desk and a couple of chairs, arranged haphazardly against the far wall. On the desk sat a compact computer but, like the bio-diagnostic panel, it looked dated. The only other piece of equipment in the room was a comms unit, slapped against the wall near one of the chairs. It took some manoeuvring to walk from one room corner to another and avoid the furniture that had been shoehorned into the little hemisphere of space.

“This is the oldest clinic in the camp,” Leen said, without any prompting. “It’s far enough away from the main entrance that, if anybody tries to visit us, we’ll have enough notice to hide both of you.” She walked to the desk and sat herself on top of it, letting her legs dangle over the edge.

“So,” she said, “tell me about this magic green cloth of yours?”

Away from Slater’s End and the immediate danger of being captured by the Republic, Moon found Leen Vazueb to be a competent and brisk doctor. She wasn’t going to hug the woman and declare her her best friend, but she liked her and found a lot to admire about the way the other woman conducted herself.

Moon worked beside Leen as she explained as much as she could about the drug. She relayed the conversations she’d held with Savic, and answered questions regarding any changes she’d noticed in Srin’s behaviour between his Day Two and spanking new Day One personas. She told Leen that, in addition to the cognition enhancing aspect of what Srin was given, there was also something that suppressed a triggering of extremely high fever. It was wrapped beneath the mechanism that delivered benzodiazepine—Srin’s mental choke collar—straight to his brain.

“So you’re saying they infected his DNA with something that made him prone to hyperpyrexia, then delivered the antidote, plus an amnesiac drug coupled with a cognitive enhancer, every two days.”

“I’m no pharmacologist,” Moon admitted, “but that’s what it sounded like.”

Leen shook her head in dismay. “What kind of mind sits down and creates demons like this?” She was obviously shaken by what she heard. She directed a gaze at Srin’s supine figure with narrowed and disbelieving eyes.

“Do you know if anyone’s attempted to craft a cure for the raft of things he’s suffering from?” Leen asked.

“No, I don’t think so. I get the impression that this is the first time Sr? Turk has ever escaped. Why do you ask? Do you think you can create a cure?”

“Assassination pharmacology isn’t my specialty either,” the doctor told her grimly. “I’ll need lots of help from external sources and the hope that the fool who put this concoction together was too lazy to finesse his technique. But it will take time.” She met Moon’s eyes squarely. “I can help with the fever—treat the outward symptoms for the moment—but we can’t avoid the actual effects of withdrawal. He really needs to get every gram of those drugs out of his system.”

“I understand.”

Srin woke up, puzzled by his lethargy, but as charming as ever, the next day. Two days after that, he started going into withdrawal again and Moon looked on with agony in her eyes as Leen brought down his fever but otherwise left him to work through the effects of withdrawal himself.


Moon didn’t leave his side for the next three days. In between her normal rounds of the facility, Leen spent every waking moment in her lab conferring with trusted colleagues, trolling through infobanks, or examining the viral material she had extracted from the rag Moon brought. When they were together, most of their talk centred on medical issues, and Srin’s progress during the day. But lulls in conversation inevitably formed, and Moon found someone a little more eager to talk about anti-Republic sympathisers than Kad had been.

“We’re a loose coalition,” she told Moon over Srin’s unconscious form. Leen had just given him a sedative and muscle relaxant to help with the spasms, but was loath to do that more often, in case there was an adverse reaction to all the other alien compounds swirling around in his system. All they could do now was wait and hope he came out of his fugue with his mind still intact while Leen worked on a way to safely and permanently repress the hyperpyrexia effect.

“Kad is head of my cell and situated halfway across the galaxy. The cells are deliberately organised to be as dispersed as possible. That way, if one of us is caught, there’s still a chance to get a warning to the others so they’ll escape.”

“How many of you are there?”

“Thousands,” was all Leen said. “Kad told me you’re an old friend, from his research days?”

“That’s right. We were at the Phyllis Centre together.”

“So you’re the stellar missile scientist?” she asked, with a quick darting look upwards to Moon.

“Yes.”

The physician straightened. “Didn’t it bother you that you were working on such a powerful weapon?”

“I didn’t see it as a weapon,” Moon replied, stung. “I saw it as a way of providing more habitable star systems for people.”

Leen looked unconvinced and Moon knew that that was how people would view her achievements in the future. She would be remembered, not as the scientist who tried to pioneer stellar re-ignition, but as the failed creator of a system-busting stellar missile.

“How’s Turk?” she asked, seeking to deflect attention from her depressing thoughts.

“You said he was on the drug for almost twenty years?”

Moon nodded.

Leen’s expression was grim. “The bastards. Do you know why they did that to him?”

“They wanted him under control.”

“Twenty years.” She walked away from the bed. “Do you know anything about the drugs they pumped him with, besides the names?”

Moon shrugged. “A little. But I’m a stellar physicist, not a doctor.”

“They’re all highly addictive, even for short exposures. I don’t think I’ve ever come across someone who’s taken any of the benzodiazepine family of drugs for longer than two months.”

“Can he come out of it?” Moon asked.

Worry was clear in Leen’s eyes. “He’s doing well so far. I think he can come out of it. But what I don’t know are the long-term effects. Will the memory loss stay as a permanent part of his biochemistry? Will the hyperpyrexia repression treatment I’m putting together cause other side-effects, such as marrow damage? I hate inflicting the possibility of more harm on someone, but I just don’t have a choice.”

Moon saw that Leen was no clearer to resolving the medical and ethical problems in her mind when she left an hour later, the door thudding shut behind her.

All that was left was to wait. And hope.


Hope that Srin could pull himself out of withdrawal with no adverse effects. Hope that the repression treatment Leen Vazueb was finalising would work.

Hope that Srin remembered that he loved her. As she loved him.








Chapter Twenty-Three



Moon stayed by Srin’s side for the next day, watching him like a mother bird fussing over her chicks, adjusting his blanket, or rearranging the quaint tray of two glasses that Leen had brought in and left on the small desk. Maybe the doctor thought it leant an air of hospitality to the cave that had been gouged out of the rock. Moon didn’t care. She was just happy to have something to fiddle with while she waited.

Outside the room, life at the Lunar Fifteen mining facility continued as normal. Even if she wanted to explore the network of oppressive tunnels farther, Moon wasn’t given the opportunity. Leen told her that while the vast majority of the mining staff were anti-Republic, it was more of a private philosophy than public policy. Then too, there was always the chance of someone after extra privileges, or passage away from the isolated system, who might be tempted to turn Moon and Srin in. Better off to remain as hidden as possible and hold on.

It was like being in jail, with the warden visiting once a day. The monotonous track of inactivity, after the frantic energy of escaping from Moises’s clutches, was driving Moon crazy. She paced the room, watching as the chrono’s digits slowly advanced. There was a computer and a comms unit in the room, but there was nothing to access and nobody to call. Every now and then, Moon plugged into the local net and flicked through a variety of news from the facility. All of the shaft cameras showed the same ochre dust and the same nondescript ore extractors swarming with bulky, suited figures who spoke the local patois like it was some kind of crackling code. It was like being in stasis, except that she felt every minute as it crawled away.

She looked over at Srin, lying in his bunk, his chest rising and falling rhythmically.

He had been put in a medicated sleep and it was now the fourth day that he’d been slumbering. Moon was opposed to the treatment, and had said so, arguing that Srin had suffered enough. Leen’s patient response was that, while she was still trying to come up with something to stop his hyperpyrexia and perhaps also help with memory re-knitting, it was best that Srin remain in a state that minimised his metabolic cost—and that was sleep. Bowing to an apparent compromise, and without a word of justification, Leen had administered the last available dose of sedative the day before, but Srin remained asleep. Maybe he was too weak to come out of it? What if he remained unconscious forever?

She gazed at him. He was relaxed, but the signs of decades of stress were still evident in his craggy features. He looked thin, and she saw faint hollows beneath his cheekbones she swore weren’t there before. Without the life sparkling from his grey eyes, he looked ordinary, diminished. Moon, who always prided herself on her self-control and discipline almost cried for what he’d been reduced to.

What had possessed them to defy the might of the Republic and escape its clutches in some hare-brained scheme? Maybe they would have been better off if they had remained. At least Srin would always be guaranteed the best of medical attention. And as for her, what did she care if the Republic used her work as a weapon? If she succeeded, she would have been rewarded with influence and maybe that influence would have been enough to somehow engineer a permanent home for Srin near her. Instead, they were hiding out on a dead-end moon and sequestered away like diseased vermin. Maybe if she somehow contacted someone, got a query to Drue, he could do something. Recapturing two of the Republic’s prizes might rebuild his career and give Srin the kind of medical—

The bed groaned.

No, not the bed. It was Srin!

Moon rushed to him, her face a mixture of worry and surprise.


“You’re awake.” Her hands moved over his body, pressing into him. She almost couldn’t believe it.

His eyes were unfocused, but clear of pain. “Where?” he swallowed, “? am I?”

It was all too difficult to explain. “A kind of safe house,” she finally told him. “How do you feel?”

“Weak. Fuzzy. Like I swallowed a container of hull insulation.”

Moon fetched some tablets and water from a nearby table. “The doctor told me to give you this when you woke.” She didn’t add that she had grilled Leen for twenty minutes about what was in the medicine before she agreed to give it to him. “It should clear your head.”

Srin took the tablets without hesitation. This time, when he looked at her, she saw that the spark of intelligence was back in his grey eyes. But was it enough?

“What do you remember?” she asked after he gave her back the empty beaker, sighed and leant back against the back of the bed.

He frowned. “Very little. It’s like reaching through fog. You.” He stared at her. “I know you. But…”

Apologetic, he shook his head and Moon closed her eyes for a moment. What had she been expecting? That Srin would suddenly awaken to full recollection and remember that he cared for her?

“It’ll come,” she told him, patting his arm, as much to reassure herself as him. “You just need to rest.”

But it seemed they were not to get that chance. When Leen visited them later that night, her expression was more than usually grim.

“The Republic has upped the stakes,” she said, setting a large bag on the table. Seeing Srin was awake, she went over to check his condition, then walked back to the table, evidently satisfied by what she saw. “They’re deploying more ships to the area in an attempt to find both of you. They must want you pretty bad. If you stay, you’ll compromise my cover. You need to leave in the morning.”

“But how?” Moon asked. “You’ve told me before that the only transport off Lunar Fifteen is back to Slater’s End. If we go back there, we’re bound to get discovered.”

“The only official transport off Lunar Fifteen is to Slater’s End. We sometimes do business with the bigger smuggler cartels based in the region—we trade ore and occasional medical aid for other things we need. I’ve already contacted one of those ships. They’re willing to take you to the next stop. And Kad wants to talk to you. He’ll be online in two hours.”

She opened the bag and methodically laid its contents out on the table.

“I’ve brought money, weapons and some fake identification. It’s very high-level and won’t pass any detailed scans, but it should be enough to keep you one step ahead of the Republic.” Lastly, she pulled out two sets of spare clothes.

“What about Turk?”

“I can’t do anything about the memory rebuild. I’m sorry. There wasn’t enough time. But I’ve got something for the fever.” She indicated a compact soft-case of dark blue. “In there you’ll find a small case of capsules. Each one lasts for about ten days. They’ll help stop the fever effect.”

Moon was not happy. That much was obvious from the expression on her face. “Ten days? Can’t you come up with something more permanent? Will he need to take this for the rest of his life?”


Leen’s lips tightened with annoyance. “Have you looked around you, Dr. Thadin? Have you noticed what we have to work with? This isn’t some state-of-the-art medical facility at the centre of the Republic. This is a clinic for a mining complex on the edge of space. The only reason that it’s stocked as well as it is, is through the judicious trading with a bunch of criminals. I’m sorry we’re not up to your high standards, but you’ll just have to make do for now.” She grabbed some clothes and flung them at Moon’s chest. “I’ll be back when Kad’s call comes through.”

Moon watched the woman exit the room, her back stiff with annoyance, and sighed. She was in another universe here, one that didn’t automatically recognise her skills and knowledge. Even in the detention centres, she was known as “the scientist,” but here…here, she was worth nothing beyond perhaps a month’s supply of some vaccine paid to a space-faring pirate. And Srin, still suffering from a punishing drug regime, weak and recovering, was a liability.

“She didn’t sound happy.” Srin’s voice, weak and gruff, carried from the bed.

Moon smoothed the clothes and put them down on the table. “She’s not as bad as she sounds. She’s just under a lot of stress.”

She pinned an upbeat expression on her face and turned, walking back to the bed.

“How are you feeling?”

“Weak.” He smiled and the Srin she loved was there, in the affection that warmed his eyes, and the humour that curved his lips.

“You’ve been…sick for a while. It’ll take some time to get over.”

He looked around. “I don’t remember this place. Should I?”

“No. We’re on a moon, off the sixth planet in the system.”

“Slater’s End? I thought I heard you mention the name.”

“Slater’s End is the fourth planet. We were brought here so Leen could treat you.”

He lifted his eyebrows. “A mining facility?”

She smiled. He was really a remarkable man—even weak and conscious for only a few hours, his mind was sharp.

“It’s a long story. I’ll explain later.”

“And who’s Kad?”

“A friend.”

“Like you’re a friend?” But there was a gentle teasing in his gaze.

It was the familiarity of that look that gave her courage.

“Oh, I’d like to think I’m more than a friend,” she breathed, sitting on the bed facing him. “I’d like to think I’m someone you owe something very important to.”

“My life?”

“Hmm. Could be.”

She touched his face, one hand on each cheek, and pulled him forward. She thought back to their tryst metres below the complex on Slater’s End, of the cold—quickly forgotten—and of the passion that heated her blood. His lips were dry and rough against hers. She wasted no time, kissing them gently—once, twice—then forcing her tongue between them. Srin was surprised, she could tell by the way he moved beneath her fingers, but he recovered quickly, extending his arms and cradling her body with his hands so his thumbs caressed the underside of her breasts. Erotic, ticklish tingles shot up to her nipples, hardening them, and she moaned into his mouth.


She fluttered her tongue against his, teasing him, coaxing him, and he answered in a rush, entering her mouth while his hold tightened on her body. Here was the Srin she’d fallen in love with, her body exalted—a man with a confident yet tender touch, showing her without words how much he cared for her, how desirable he found her. Even if his mind couldn’t remember who she was, his body did. Her fingers ran through the lengthening brown of his hair, liking the feel of its silkiness against her nerve-rich fingertips, as his hands roamed hers, gliding over her curves as they searched for the hem of her tunic, hitching it up with a sure movement.

When his bare fingers touched the flesh of her torso, Moon thought she would combust. Shamelessly, she thrust her body towards him, willing his hands to wander farther upwards. When they touched the peaks of her breasts, she pulled away from the kiss, shuddering.

He slipped one hand away and she felt a jerk as he tossed the blanket to one side. Then he held her and, knowing he was not fully recovered, she helped him tumble her onto the bed. The hand still under her tunic kneaded her flesh gently, plucking and rubbing, until she was a quivering mess, until she was sure one more touch against her nipples would send her straight into orgasmic delight. He seemed to sense this, because he stopped and dropped his mouth to her ribs, kissing and nipping at them, sending shocks of delight through her system.

Impatiently, Moon kicked the shoes off her feet and shimmied out of her pants. Srin, lying sideways next to her, helped pull them down. He followed each tug of the cloth with a line of kisses down her thighs. When the offending garment lay discarded at the bottom of the bed, he moved upwards, licking as he went. She drew short, shocked breaths above him. He kept her legs half closed when she would have opened them fully, constraining them between two elbows, opening the lips of her sex with his fingers as though spreading the petals of a flower.

There was an arrested pause, and Moon’s breaths sounded loud in her ears, before he lowered his head and licked at her. It was only tongue working on her this time; Srin’s fingers were too occupied keeping her open and exposed to his attentions. He relaxed the muscle and lapped against her sex in broad, soft strokes. Then he tensed it so it flicked against her erect clitoris with a delightfully pointed hardness. He licked and swallowed her into himself and drove her into a frenzy. Moon clutched at him, her fingers clenching into his hair, while she sobbed his name into the room. The strokes became rhythmic, then insistent, pushing her until she convulsed into his mouth as his tongue played with her clitoris the way it played with her tongue only minutes before.

When he moved back up, she felt the bare flesh of his thighs against hers, although she didn’t know when he had managed to half undress. He licked his lips as he nudged against her, and she spread her legs, letting him enter in slow, gradual strokes.

“I think I remember now,” he said hoarsely, then closed his eyes as he filled her.

Moon felt herself stretch to accommodate him, the delicious friction building up the tension inside her once more.

“You feel so wonderful,” he whispered. He supported his weight on one arm while he stroked her hair. “How could I have forgotten?”

His expression changed, sharpened, as his hips followed a rhythm as old as time, plunging into his mate, seeking and giving pleasure.

Moon held him as if she would never let him go. Each lift of her hips was a promise not to leave him, each finger digging into his shoulders was an example of her strength in not letting him go. They drove and thrust, displaying their love and determination in that most primal of dances between two beings. And when Srin emptied into her with a muted shout, she tensed and contracted against him until he shuddered and collapsed against her, the tips of his hair spiky with perspiration.

He touched her face with shaky fingers, tracing the line of her jaw from her ear down to her chin. When he spoke, his voice was full of wonder.

“Moon.”


A tear trickled down her cheek and dropped onto the bed. “You remember,” she whispered.

“Not enough,” he answered, shaking his head slowly. “Not as much as I’d like. But a little.”

Fiercely, she hugged him to her and breathed in the scent of his skin. The thud of his heart against her body was strong and steady, and lulled her into a peaceful sleep.

 

“I hadn’t bargained on how popular you’d be, Moon. The Republic must be convinced your model works.”

Moon met Kad’s eyes squarely in the comms screen. After her nap, she had cleaned herself up and was dressed in the clothes Leen had left for them. The trous, tunic and jacket were an anonymous brown, but practical, with lots of sealed inner and outer pockets that Moon could make ample use of. To one side and behind her, Leen was watching the interaction, but Moon tried to ignore her. If she let herself be intimidated by anyone, both she and Srin would lose their chance at freedom.

“Leen told me the Republic have stepped up the number of ships heading for this region,” Moon agreed. “Does this mean you can’t help us?”

“Did I say that?” Kad had the grace to look affronted. “I told you I’d help, and I will. It’s just that the timetable has accelerated.” He paused. “When you were on Slater’s End, you told me you had the notes from StellMil to bargain with.” He spun out the syllables of the military name the Republic gave her work and she remembered again how much he hated it. “Is that still true?”

“I set off scramble-bombs on my work aboard the Differential,” she answered. “But I saved a copy of my notes. My current model is far more advanced than the one we worked on, Kad,” she added casually. “Turk and I are the only one who can decipher the notes.”

“When you say ‘Turk’, you mean of course, Srin Flerovs.”

Moon wasn’t surprised. If Kad was able to decipher encrypted Republic communications, he was able to find out Srin’s true identity in short time. She conceded the point with a small incline of her head.

“Is he as good as I read, Moon?”

“Better.”

“Better than what? A Mark Five Quantaflex?”

“Better than a Mark Seven.”

“The Mark Seven hasn’t been released yet.”

She smiled. “I know.”

He pursed his lips. “Impressive. I look forward to meeting him.”

“And will we, Kad? Be meeting you, I mean?”

“I meant to organise a more direct route for you, but Leen tells me we’ve run out of time, so she’s arranged passage on the Velvet Snow. It’s part of the Fodox Rebel cartel. We had to pay a premium, but I think it’s worth it.”

His voice sounded a bit unsure, and Moon felt Leen’s eyes boring into her back. Had the doctor objected to the high price of their passage to safety?

“If you have your notes with you, now may be a good time to pass them to Leen. We can make a copy, just in case the Fodox Rebels get their hands on them.”

“The Rebels won’t find them,” she replied evenly. She turned and gave Leen a deliberate look, before facing Kad again. “They’re not in my satchel either, in case anybody looked.”

Kad’s face cleared. “They’re in Flerovs’s head.”

“Could be,” she conceded.


“So that’s why it was so important to get medical help for him.” He nodded slowly. “All right, Moon, our deal still stands. The Velvet Snow will take you as far as the Pevruk sector. That’s almost a quarter of the way across the galaxy. There’s a planet in that sector called Marentim.”

His voice was crisp, used to giving commands and having them obeyed. Yes, Moon thought, there was certainly a lot of catching up to do once they met each other again.

“I’ve given Leen a chip with detailed instructions on what you need to do when you reach there,” he continued. “Be careful. Like the comms chip I gave you, this one’s a one-off deal as well. Once you’ve finished reading it, it will self-destruct. I’ll get in touch with you after you’ve reached Marentim.”

“How secure is our passage?” Moon asked.

“The Rebels are one of the biggest, and most organised, groups in this sector of space. They hate the Republic as much as we do. You’re safe enough with them. Just don’t do anything stupid.”

She raised an eyebrow at that, but said nothing.

“I can’t stay on this line too long. I’ll be in touch again when you reach your destination.” With a long glance at Leen, he broke contact.

“They’ll be here within the hour,” Leen said into the silence.

Moon nodded. “We’ll be ready.”

She turned to walk away, but the doctor’s voice stopped her. “Listen. I’m sorry we started off on the wrong foot. Kad tells me you have knowledge that could bring down the entire Republic.”

Moon looked at her then, at the contrition that barely masked the leashed cockiness she was used to from the doctor.

“It could,” she agreed cautiously.

“Then I wish you the best of luck.” The sincerity in Leen’s voice was obvious. “I’ll check if the ship’s docked yet and come and get you. They’ll be lifting off the far side of the moon, so it’ll be a very quick rendezvous. I—I hope you get safely to Kad with your notes. So you can help us destroy them.” No need to ask to whom she was referring.

Moon didn’t answer. She just gave Leen a quick, tight smile and walked back to Srin’s room next door. She didn’t want to dwell too deeply on Kad’s motivations in obtaining the specifications for her stellar missile. Would he threaten to use it on the Republic in the same way as the Republic was planning to use it on planets that resisted them? She’d like to think that he wouldn’t, but admitted to herself that she didn’t know him well enough to predict his future actions.

In any case, there was enough time to think through his possible motivations while they were on a pirate ship headed across the galaxy. First things first. They had to get to Marentim.

Srin was waiting for her when she entered. He held up two jackets, and Moon recognised them from their escape on Slater’s End. “I thought they might come in handy. Good luck charms and all that.”

Moon grinned. “Good idea.”

So, he was remembering the events of their escape. That was something else to be thankful for. She patted one of the inner pockets on the thin jacket she wore, and felt a bulge where she’d stowed the pack of anti-fever medication. She’d have to remember to give Srin half the allotment, just so he’d have some on hand in case they got separated. It was important that she started thinking smart now, instead of just clever. “Clever” had given them bargaining chips, but “smart” might very well save their lives.


Srin packed the rest of their things in the bag and slung it over his shoulder. They looked at each other.

He was still thin, and his face looked tired. What he needed now was an extended period of rest. Instead, they were fleeing for their lives across space. Moon looked into his grey eyes, and the love she saw there warmed her.

“Are you ready?” she asked. Her voice was husky.

“Yes I am.”

She smiled and held his hand and they waited for the Velvet Storm to dock on the far side of Lunar Fifteen.

 

The End
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