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Prologue

 


It has been suggested
that all things enjoy a certain degree of consciousness. Even the
fundamental particles that make up ice cream cones or fluffy
slippers. This same school of thought says that if you arrange
enough of these quasi-sentient little blobs properly you'll end up
with a dung beetle or a palaeontologist or even a central heating
engineer. Something conscious but not necessarily possessing a
conscience.

It's a question of complexity,
it seems. The more complex yet structured an object, the more
likely it is to make that incomprehensible transition from just
being a blob to being a sentient being. What the benefits are is a
question that still haunts many. Consciousness definitely drags
with it a lot of excess baggage. Fear, greed, lust, envy, ceramic
quadrupeds ... to slap labels on just a few of those bags.

Planets would seem to be pretty
good candidates for your everyday conscious entity. They are well
structured but extremely complicated objects. The individual bits
and bobs of an average sized planet run into billions and billions.
If complication were a prerequisite for consciousness, then your
average planet would easily fit the bill.

However, as no evidence has
been presented to the contrary, it must be assumed that Jupe, a
gigantic, orange, gaseous world swinging lazily round a medium
sized, yellow sun, is happily oblivious to the appallingly
indifferent void in which it exists.

Likewise, Jupe's two moons,
Edenia and Horridoa, are sadly unconscious of the magnificence of
their parent planet. They can never appreciate the subtly
serpentine tangerine bands or the angry brown whorls of storms,
thousands of miles in diameter, raging endlessly through the
turbulent atmosphere.

A shame really.

Forgoing its indifference
momentarily, the universe smiled on Edenia making it by far the
more attractive of the two moons. Blue and green with lots of wispy
white bits. An incandescent jewel of a moon.

Horridoa, on the other hand,
must have been a pretty nasty piece of work in a previous existence
because Horridoa is brown-grey and ... well ... lumpy. An anaemic
walnut of a moon.

Edenia is warm and cuddly and
supports an immense variety of life. The most abundant life form on
Edenia is a small yellow bean. The pitteth.

The pitteth is so called
because when it is squeezed between the thumb and forefinger of the
second most abundant life form on Edenia the pitteth goes
"pitteth".

Horridoa alternates between
extremes of heat and blinding light, and cold and deepest darkness.
The most abundant life form on Horridoa is a tall, hardy, razor
edged grass called chawoo. The second most abundant life form on
Horridoa couldn't remember why chawoo had this name. But somehow it
suited it.

The Edenians, inhabitants of
the cosy moon Edenia, though highly intelligent, developed
technology only as far as the wooden bucket. Why strive for more?
Why, indeed. The pitteth is quite delicious, extremely nourishing
and easily harvested. A firm grip, a stout pair of legs and the
humble bucket are all that is needed to transport pitteths from the
lush valleys to the warm, breeze tickled hills where, upturned, the
bucket doubles as a handy stool on which to sit and ponder the
wonders of Jupe resplendent in the azure sky.

Not that it never rains
on Edenia. Of course it does. But only in the small hours when
everyone is tucked up in a warm cave or snuggled under the
protective shelter of a welcoming pitteth bush.

To the Horridoans, on the other
hand, progress and ever swifter technological advances were
fundamental to their survival. The initial driving forces behind
this rapid development were the simple needs to keep warm during
the freezing night, keep cool during the scorching day and make the
chawoo taste of something other than month old toenail
clippings.

After the invention of the
telescope, there was no turning back for the Horridoans. A
beautiful sister moon came sharply into focus one unusually clear
night. A moon which did not simply orbit Jupe but swooned
gracefully to and fro maintaining just the right distance from the
sun to ensure the days were warm and the nights were pleasantly
cool.

The ever sceptical Horridoans
thought this new moon too good to be true. There had to be a catch.
No water. A surface covered in a twenty foot layer of choking dust.
An ammonia atmosphere.

Larger optical telescopes were
built and trained on this apparently idyllic neighbour. Life! The
sister moon supported life!

Radio telescopes were
constructed and, finally, a sophisticated satellite was put into
orbit around Edenia. People! There were people on Edenia! And they
were mostly strolling about! Or splashing in sparkling streams! Or
horizontal!

The terrible truth dawned:
while the Horridoans had been struggling to survive on a moon
whizzing backwards and forwards between the boiling sun and the
freezing void of outer space like some crazy ding ball attached to
some demented ding bat wielded by some deranged ... ding bat
wielder, the morons on Edenia had been swanning around discussing
buckets and wondering whether to eat now and have a snooze or take
a quick nap, discuss buckets some more and then eat!

News of this idyllic world of
unappreciative cretins spread around Horridoa like a chawoo lager
rash. The Horridoans rose as one and swore to the heavens that
their children, or their children's children, or their children's
children's children, or somebody, some day would have their revenge
on Fate for making their lives so bloody miserable.

Generations of Horridoans gave
themselves to the Cause. Technology blossomed under the light
generated from the heat of their united fervour. Gigantic space
going transporters were built in orbit. An invasion force
consisting of the entire population of Horridoa, excluding of
course people who couldn't read without moving their lips,
descended on Edenia. The dumbfounded Edenians were easily herded
aboard the transporters. Twenty-four hours later and the Horridoans
on Edenia were having fun in the sun eating piles of the delicious
pitteth while the Edenians where standing bemused on Horridoa
watching their buckets fill with rain.

*

With the slow dawning of what
had happened to them the Edenians' under-utilised brains started to
experience an altogether new and compelling emotion. Indignant
outrage.

Spurred on by the harsh
conditions and a burning desire for revenge, the Edenians went from
the wooden bucket age to the bronze, iron, industrial, tootsie-glow
single slipper, and space age in just a few hundred years.

The whole Edenia population on
Horridoa worked as one towards the "Great revenge". A task force of
gigantic battle cruisers was assembled and dispatched to Edenia but
the Horridoans on Edenia weren't going to give up their newly
acquired paradise without a fight.

Inter-moon war raged.

The word "war" is a tad severe.
"Raged" is probably a bit strong too. It was more of an inter-moon
shouting-finger-wagging-with-the-odd-shove argy-bargy.

After all, the population of
Horridoa had got used to their new planet. Hundreds of years had
made it home. Technology made the climate bearable. A little
illegal trade with Edenia brought in a few culinary luxuries. Even
the foul tasting chawoo turned out to be excellent at sorting out
even the most determined acne.

*

The Edenians still felt a
twinge of guilt for their ancestors' actions so they were
never going to mount any full scale attacks.

There was the odd dispute over
mineral rights on some of the larger asteroids. But any prisoners
taken by either side were returned unharmed after a suitable amount
of public humiliation and a few political points had been
gained.

None of the awesome weapons
that both sides had built was ever fired in anger. The most
dangerous piece of technology developed by both sides was the
matter transporter. It was generally agreed that this could only be
used to transport fruit, livestock and machinery. The matter
transporter was to be used on people only in an emergency. It was
employed occasionally when capturing enemy forces but with a
failure rate of one per cent was considered too unreliable for
general use. It was embarrassing enough, being deposited somewhere
with your underpants inside out over your trousers, without having
to suffer the indignity of having your head inside out over your
left wrist as well.

Those in power, on both moons,
considered the war, on balance, neither a good nor a bad thing. Not
many people got hurt, the people were focused and hard working, and
technology and research drove forward at an artificially heightened
pace.

A place for everyone and
everyone in their place.

It couldn't last for ever, of
course. Someone, someday, had to ask the question. But, first,
someone had to think of the question.

 



Chapter 1 : Idea

 


Kurt Naize sat, eyes open but
unfocused, in his stationary car. He stared, unblinkingly oblivious
to the rain lashing his windscreen, the unrelenting howl of the
wind and the drenched security guard wasting his energy in a futile
attempt to wave him through.

Kurt was grey-haired, forty and
wondering. Wondering why he hadn't noticed it before. But, it was
simple really. He had been too busy. They had all been too
busy. Their whole lives had been devoted to the Great Revenge. No
one had time to notice things. Things not related to the war,
anyway. The entire population was hell-bent on finding a more
powerful this, a faster that, a more accurate the other. The Great
Revenge consumed everyone from the womb to the tomb.

Sifted and sorted at childhood,
people were channelled into grooves that fit them best for the war
effort. Bound and blinkered by duty and revenge, researchers
avoided delving into anything not directly connected with resolving
the conflict.

Surface standards and
technology fell way behind the innovations and advancements pumped
into the space effort. The gigantic battle cruisers built in orbit
boasted a technical excellence decades ahead of anything on the
surface of Horridoa.

The price of these orbiting
technical marvels was myopia.

The simple startling fact had
come to Kurt the previous evening while he tried to convince Bonnie
that his groin was not the most reasonable of places to rest her
heavily clawed paws.

Kurt had smiled to himself
thinking back ... He had been lying in the bath, snoozing. Bonnie,
Kurt's loyal, loving and lonely golden retriever, had carefully
nosed open the kitchen door, belly-crawled up the stairs and
sneaked unnoticed into the bathroom where she lay happily listening
to her master gently humming and splashing. Leaving ten minutes or
so for the pair to enter full semi-doze mode, a cup in the kitchen
sink leaning on the edge of a fork balanced carefully on a plate in
a bowl of unwashed cutlery and crockery decided to slip and moved
an inch causing a "plock-plock-bosh" sound. Kurt came round
thinking Bonnie was sniffing in the dustbin again and shouted
"Bonnie! Stop that whatever it is!" Bonnie was, of course,
delighted at being summoned by her wonderful master and without
further ado joined him in the bath. After the initial shock and
when the soap suds had stopped falling Kurt thought, "What the
hell!" and gave Bonnie a good shampooing.

It was while wrestling in the
bath with Bonnie that Kurt's thoughts turned to those vile
usurpers, those evil purloiners who had stolen his beloved moon
Edenia. They had dogs too! He'd seen pictures. They also had two
arms, two legs and an arse, and talked through a hole in their
face. In short, they were the same. On two different moons and yet
they were the same species!

Kurt recalled the peculiar look
of confused ambivalence on his daughter Summer's face when the
notion was introduced to her. Torn between her lifelong
conditioning to mistrust all Horridoans and the intriguing
questions this new idea raised, she sank into an aggressive
silence.

A semi-awareness that something
had happened snapped Kurt's attention back to the present. The
space between his car and the gatehouse which had previously been
filled by another car was now empty. By rights the long build-up of
traffic behind him should have been hooting their annoyance at
being kept waiting.

But they weren't.

A grimacing blue-clad security
guard had left his dry gatehouse and must have been trying to
attract Kurt's attention through the driving rain for some time. By
rights the man should have been bellowing at Kurt to get his arse
in gear and his car shifted before people drowned out here for
Christ's sake.

But he wasn't.

Being Director of The Space
Services R&D Centre had its perks.

*

Since Kurt's appointment as
Director some ten years before, the Centre had blossomed and
produced some remarkable innovations. The more noteworthy of the
innovations were the Gravitonic Wave Motor used by surface to orbit
shuttles, the Gravitonic Wave Projector used by interplanetary
space ships for both self propulsion and remote object manipulation
and, more recently, one of Kurt's favourites, the Gravitonic Wave
Hologram used to generate perfect 3-D pictures of naked ladies that
appeared briefly in a glass of just-downed chawoo beer. A batch of
these last devices contributed considerably to the retaking of
asteroid 461. The enemy troops, who had been holding the asteroid
for the previous four months, had been so captivated by the images
that they had drunk themselves into a stupor within an hour of the
drop.

In addition, the newly
developed Gravitonic Wave Scanner was progressing well and would be
ready for testing within a few weeks. These innovations had earned
the Centre an enormous budget and Kurt had the respectful ear of
some key players on the Board of Governors. The Board were a
researcher's God answerable only to the High Presidium.

*

Ross was a good Production
Assistant and Kurt hated spinning him a line.

"I'm sorry about this, Ross,"
Kurt said. "But this one's a bit hush-hush." He put his arm around
Ross's shoulders, steering him gently towards the door. "Even for
me. I'm sure it will all become clear soon." Ross looked
quizzically at the sheaf of papers he had just been handed. He
inhaled, obviously ready to protest. "In the meantime," Kurt cut
him off, "keep up the good work." A quick shake of the hand, a
delicate manoeuvre expertly performed, and Ross found himself
looking at the closed door to his boss's office.

Leaning against the other side
of the door, Kurt sighed theatrically, wiping a bead of mock sweat
from his brow. He almost skipped with a kind of childish glee
across his office. He sat at his desk enjoying the strange
sensations of exhilaration and guilt. The private revelry was soon
interrupted.

"YOUR DAUGH-ER- -ERE DO—ER
NAI—," squawked the faulty intercom. His office door burst open and
Summer Naize, Kurt's daughter, strode into the room. She lowered
herself gracefully into one of the plush visitors' chairs. Twenty,
long legged, beautiful and frowning, Summer fixed her father with a
stern glare.

"I've been thinking Pops."
Summer kicked off her shoes and tucked her legs under her bottom.
"Maybe we are intelligent because of the way we are. Because of our
physical shape. We need legs to move around." She uncurled a leg,
waved it and retucked it. "We need arms and hands to manipulate
things." She waved an arm. "With a different shaped body maybe we
couldn't be intelligent." Summer paused. "To be like us, is, to be
like us."

"Arms ..." said Kurt waving a
leg in mock imitation of Summer's unnecessary gesture. "... and
legs ..." Kurt waved an arm. "... aside." The effort of what he had
just done distracted Kurt for a moment.

He continued, "I find that hard
to believe. The physical requirements for intelligence are probably
quite restrictive. But, I wouldn't have thought they were much more
restrictive than, say, the physical requirements to live underwater
and feed off plankton. There's a huge diversity of life that does
just that."

"Well," added Kurt after a
moment's thought. "At least on Edenia there is."

Summer thought the reasoning a
little tenuous but chose not to argue.

Kurt and Summer had always been
very close. Especially since the death of Summer's mother, Elspeth,
some two years before. Elspeth had died along with two hundred and
twenty others when a freak blizzard had plucked her aeroplane from
the skies and smashed it into the side of a mountain.

Kurt studied his daughter. He
saw Elspeth's well formed eyebrows and slender nose. He saw his own
brown eyes and full lips. There was Elspeth in the tilt of Summer's
head, in her slender wrists and the long legs tucked under herself.
He heard Elspeth in Summer's mellow, unexpectedly deep voice.

Summer knew that look in her
father's eyes. She leaned forward.

"Oh daddy ..." Their hands
touched across the desk. They clung for a moment. Eyes misted.
Heads bowed.

Summer was the first to compose
herself. "Look. If we do have a common ancestor then where did they
come from?"

Kurt ignored the question,
rose, picked up a piece of chalk and stood beside his large clean
blackboard. "We have talking computers. We can project a
gravity-well from within a space ship to drag itself along. We can
monitor the motion of a man's eyebrows from two hundred miles and
laser one of them off if we so desire. We have overcome inertia for
faster manoeuvrability. But," Kurt waved the piece of chalk, "we
still use a blackboard and chalk, my intercom doesn't work and we
don't even know for sure how many planets and moons we have in our
own system." Kurt tossed the chalk into the bin. It BONKED and
bounced out.

"Everyone," continued Kurt,
"has concentrated purely on the war. No one has thought of anything
for centuries other than the retaking of Edenia. The 'Great
Revenge'." Kurt sat down. "Edenia is a paradise," he said.
"Horridoa is just survivable. Jupe is big enough to make it fairly
easy to go round but very difficult to leave. And ... the Edenians
and the Horridoans are the same species!"

Summer frowned at her father.
"You make us sound like some sort of huge experiment." Kurt frowned
back saying nothing. "You think we're being studied like we're on
some mega microscope slide?"

"No. I don't think that. I'm
thinking more along the lines of us being colonists. Left here
thousands of years ago by highly advanced ancestors expanding
through the galaxy." Kurt made a steeple from his fingers. "What do
you think?"

Summer frowned even more,
looking thoughtfully at her father. "I don't believe you. I think
what you're saying is you're fed up with the war and would like to
research something completely different. The origin of man. The
origins of Edenia and Horridoa in planetary terms. Jupe's influence
on evolution. Why is farting so funny ..."

"Stop frowning so much,"
interrupted Kurt. "You'll get wrinkles."

"I get it from you."

"Hmmm." Kurt stabbed the
intercom. PHHARRTTT. "Two chawoo teas please, Movis."

"-ER-AINLY -IR."

Father and daughter sat lost in
thought while stout Movis brought in two steaming mugs of chawoo
tea. Movis paused for the briefest of moments, tutted and left.

Kurt, realising with a start
they had both completely ignored Movis, stabbed the intercom.
PHHARRTTT. "Sorry. Thanks, Movis."

"Yes. Sorry. Thanks, Movis,"
said Summer, aiming her voice at the intercom.

"- -- -" came the intercom's
response.

"Look Pops," Summer rose to
pace the room. "You have virtually unlimited resources, unlimited
cash and being the blue-eyed boy with the Board at the moment means
you can get away with just about anything."

"So?"

"So, make use of it. You could
..." Summer paused, thinking. "You could build a whole fleet of
cheapo space drones, send them off into space looking for ...
whoever or whatever ... and no one would bat an eyelid."

"Are you serious?"

"Yes. Why not? No one would
question one of your projects. Who knows what you might find."
Summer warmed to the idea. To gaze out into the universe. The very
thought was refreshing. Like looking through the carriage window to
the far horizon after having your view confined to within a few
feet as your train went through a particularly long tunnel.

Kurt went slightly pink. "I've
started building them already," he said removing a non-existent
piece of fluff from his knee.

Summer's thoughts of trains
emerging from tunnels stopped abruptly as her jaw dropped.

"We'll send them off in all
different directions," said Kurt. "Each one has some basic scanning
devices. The Board will think we're testing some new gravity-wave
device."

"How many are you
building?"

"Five hundred and do close your
mouth, it's most unbecoming."

Summer stood to leave. "Well I
think you're crazy, Pops," she said. "But, my gravity-wave scanner
will be along soon to save your bacon so I'm not worried. Yet. See
you tonight."

Summer shuffled into her shoes,
blew her father a kiss and left.

 



Chapter 2 : Found

 


Summer looked from the
high desert sun to the shimmering horizon. There was something
reflected in the haze. She found herself moving closer. A scruffy
little man was painting a huge red line at least ten yards wide.
His shoes were spattered with red paint. The rest of him was
suddenly pristine. He looked up and smiled at Summer. He pointed
and whispered, "I don't know you." The wide red line meandered for
miles towards the distant hills. Summer pointed at the line. "Why?"
she asked. The little man became her Tactics tutor from college.
"Someone has to paint the red lines on the maps," he said, holding
out a tiny can of blue paint. She rapped his head with her
knuckles. Tap, tap. "Wheelies," he said. "They leave marks too."
Summer shook her head. "You're crazy Pops," she said. Tap, tap.

Summer woke up. She felt hot.
Someone was knocking on her door.

"Summer?" It was her father.

"Yes. Umm. Come in." Summer sat
up, rubbing sleep from her eyes.

"I just got these results."
Kurt was obviously very excited. "Sixteen of the buggers have
disappeared. Sixteen!" He rattled a sheet of paper in Summer's
face. She reached for it, trying to focus but Kurt was off round
the room.

"All from the same area. Ross
plotted their positions. Look." Kurt rattled the paper in front of
Summer again. She reached for it but was too slow. Kurt was off
round the room once more. "I'm going to take this to the Board you
see if I don't. Something's going on out ..." Kurt's voice trailed
off as he left the room.

Summer sat and thought about
maps for a few minutes. She had been dreaming. What about? Damn,
but that was annoying. She was certain that right on the edge of
her memory was a whole lifetime of very important experiences. If
she could only remember them. The effort of trying to bring back
the taunting, illusive thoughts irritated the inside of her mind.
She could feel the thoughts tickling her neurones and then dashing
away. Then she thought about what her father had been ranting
about.

"Crikey!" she said.

*

Kurt felt like a schoolboy
summoned before the headmaster. The chair was straight backed and
unyielding. His fashionably stiff collar rubbed at the slightest
movement. He sighed lightly to himself and glanced at the delicate
porcelain cup of lukewarm chawoo tea he held in his lap. His index
finger was well and truly stuck in the ridiculously small and
convoluted handle.

It was only Kurt's second visit
to the Board of Governors' underground bunker. The first visit had
been to receive his promotion to Director of The Space Services
Centre and a commendation on his research into Gravity Projection.
A jolly little bash, knee deep in bullshit and backslapping. Kurt
was no politician and hated the whole affair.

Governor Septa had his head
down reading the report on his desk. Kurt sat looking at Septa's
bald patch wondering how a toad like him rose to such dizzy
heights. He remembered Governor Septa as being the only Governor to
vote against his appointment.

Septa had said, "Gravity Research will
never get off the ground! Ha, ha." That was before Kurt's Gravity
Projectors became responsible for moving ninety-nine per cent of
all objects in space. Suddenly, Septa was behind Kurt all the way.
And always had been!

Septa looked up and removed his
glasses.

With the cup-handle still
clamped to his digit like a Chinese Finger Trap, Kurt leaned
forward expectantly.

Septa put his glasses back on
and turned to the start of the report.

Kurt sat back taking the
opportunity to give his finger a good yank. Success! And pain! He
placed the cup carefully on the edge of Septa's desk, willing his
eyes to stop watering.

After several minutes Septa
looked up and removed his glasses once more. "Just as disturbing
the second reading as the first," he said.

"So why didn't you read it
before I got here, big nose!?" thought Kurt reaching for the
tea and then thinking better of it.

"There is something out there,"
continued Septa slowly. "Invisible to our Beta scanners, and
capable of wiping out several spacecraft simultaneously over a very
large area." Septa bashed his fist on the desk and sat back
triumphantly as if he had invented the concept.

"Yes. I know, you twot! I
wrote the report!" thought Kurt.

"The Gravitonic Scanner looks
most promising ..."

"Most promising?"
thought Kurt. "It's fantastic! You ignorant oick. Summer's done
a brilliant job!"

"... and is ready for action.
That's why I want you," Septa thrust a chubby index finger in
Kurt's direction, "to be on the mission to find out exactly what
this new menace is."

"You could have told me this
over the phone, you balding git," thought Kurt.

"You will, of course need an
assistant. Your daughter, as Head of the Scanner project is best
qualified to go with you." Septa tossed some papers across the
desk. "All the arrangements have been made."

"Thanks for asking for my
thoughts on the subject," thought Kurt. Did he detect a faint
smirk on Septa's face?

"You and your daughter will
report to Space Rehearsal Station 87 at five tomorrow morning. Good
luck!"

"!" thought Kurt.

 



Chapter 3 : Space

 


Kurt sat gingerly on the
edge of his bed. He was sure he hadn't gone to sleep under fourteen
tons of concrete but surely that's what must have happened. Why
else would his body feel this way?

The dormitory around him was
full of muscular young physiques all dashing around chatting and
enjoying a bit of horseplay. Some were even exercising while he
could hardly bloody move!

The super-fit young pile of
biceps and teeth sat on the bed opposite asked, "Feeling a bit
stiff, Doctor Naize?"

"A little," said Kurt massaging
the small of his back. He couldn't quite remember the young man's
name. Jac or Zac or Mac or something.

"Don't worry. You'll soon get
used to it. This morning's run will loosen you up. You know," the
boy looked serious for a moment, "I could only do forty press-ups
when I first arrived."

"Really?" Kurt managed to avoid
snarling.

"Yeah. So don't worry. You'll
soon get into the swing of things. See ya." The young man showed
Kurt even more of his teeth and jogged off. Kurt gave a
half-hearted wave, grabbed his towel and headed for what he hoped
would be a hot reviving shower.

"Day two," thought Kurt
bitterly. "God, how time flies!"

*

Day one had been a non-stop
round of sit-ups, push-ups, bench-presses and knee-bends with a few
non-hyphenated exercises like running and jumping thrown in for
good measure.

Kurt's mind had become
strangely detached as he watched his body stagger and wheeze in the
wake of Summer's effortless and unruffled performance demonstrating
a young body at its peak.

Day two promised more of the
same plus some drill rehearsal. In three minutes he and Summer were
due in sound room 17, where they would learn the drill songs. Drill
songs, Kurt had read in the booklet "A guide to enjoying your stay
at Space Rehearsal Station 87", were the chants used when jogging
in formation to and from the various areas of physical torture.

*

Kurt had just managed to get
his left trainer on at the second attempt when the announcement
came over the speaker system.

BING BONG – "COULD DOCTORS
NAIZE AND NAIZE ..." The sing-song voice of a young women, with
what sounded like a terminal nasal congestion problem, split the
air. "... PLEASE REPORT TO THE P A V M ORIENTATION CHAMBER 5 ON
SUB-LEVEL 26."

"Saved!" thought Kurt
with relief as the message was repeated. "But what the hell was
P A V M?"

*


"Weeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee! Isn't this great?" Summer shot
passed Kurt, tumbling wildly as she went. Kurt waved his arms
around madly, sickened by the zero-gravity field.

"P A V M!" thought Kurt
bitterly. "What's wrong with Space suit anyway? Personal
Anti Vacuum Module! Pah!"

"Come on Pops. You can do it."
Summer's encouraging remarks did nothing for Kurt's temper.

"As soon as I walked through
that inter-spatial connection device and saw what was going
on in here I should have thrown myself out of the nearest
environmental viewer!" he said with dripping sarcasm.


"Weeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!" Summer whizzed passed Kurt
once more performing a sickening horizontal cartwheel.

*

Three weeks of hell at Space
Rehearsal Station 87 were behind them. Kurt and Summer were now
keenly aware of the numerous ways a person could die in space. They
had decided the previous evening over a celebratory chawoo lager,
or several, that it was worth the risk. The unknown beckoned.

Although still a little stiff,
Kurt thought he hadn't felt this good in years. Fit as a flea and
ready for action. Intellectual action anyway. He was ready for
space.

Kurt had a mental image of
himself decked out in a brilliant white suit covered in zip
pockets, mysterious tubes and lots of dangly bits. He would be
carrying a shiny metallic briefcase and striding purposefully in
slow motion across the tarmac towards the dome of an immense white
spacecraft. The huge vehicle, crouched and eager to spring into
space, would seem to rise out of the ground as he approached it. He
would salute the deferential ground crew and disappear aboard
through a cloud of steam. Kurt wasn't sure about the cloud of
steam. Probably had its roots in the comics he was fond of as a
child.

The reality did not quite match
Kurt's romantic ideal. It was just like an airport. Chuck your
baggage onto a conveyor belt and walk down some long, brightly lit
passages that terminate with two smiling stewardesses. Finally end
up in a cramped but adequate seat reading detailed instructions on
what position to adopt should the shuttle decide to plunge into the
ground at several thousand miles per hour.

The vertical trip to the battle
cruiser orbiting Horridoa was amazing. Both Naizes had their faces
pressed against the observation port, soaking in the awesome sight
of a diminishing planet floating in the void and then experiencing
the heart-stopping immenseness of a Class A battle cruiser blotting
out almost the entire field of view.

Tiny letters one hundred yards
high were painted in red on the cruiser's glistening white surface.
MARSHIA. Kurt and Summer looked at each other. "Marshia?" they
chorused.

A passing stewardess cleared
things up. "All Class A battle cruisers are named after the
Quantatronic brain which controls every aspect of the ship's
functionality. The Quantatronic brain and the ship are as one unit.
They cannot function as separate entities. More chawoo tea?"

Kurt shook his head,
momentarily dazed by the astounding clarity of the dark brown eyes
and perfect white teeth set against a tan Yorkshire puddings would
have been proud of.

"No thank you," said Summer.
The stewardess continued on down the aisle dispensing tea and
smiles.

"A Quantatronic brain," said
Summer gazing out of the portal. "I've read about those."

"Yes," said Kurt. "The very
latest thing in AI. I'll be very interested to talk to it."

"It must be strange to be so
big," said Summer with the vague air of someone deep in
thought.

"The AI won't feel
anything," said Kurt. "It's just a big machine."

"I suppose," said Summer
absently.

The stewardess passed by
saying, "We'll be docking in five minutes. Please make yourselves
comfortable and place all weapons under your seat until we are
docked. Thank you."

 



Chapter 4 : Marshia

 


"There will be a moment
of discomfort during the docking procedure," said the stewardess,
beaming at the Naizes. "Please remain seated and don't be alarmed."
Kurt's gaze followed the stewardess's bum as she sashayed away.

"I think intelligence must be
inversely proportional to the allure of a woman's bum," said Kurt
absently.

"I certainly hope that's not
the case, father," Summer said reproachfully.

Kurt reddened. "I didn't mean
..." He was saved by his stomach trying to leave by his ears. By
the look on Summer's face he was not alone in his discomfort.

"I ..." Summer held her
stomach. "think ... I'm ... going ... Aaah ..." She sighed with
relief. "Some fuzzy logic would help with the gravity switching
there, I'm sure."

"I think we've arrived," Kurt
said unnecessarily.

*

Kurt and Summer boarded Marshia
through a narrow passage, forcing them to walk in single file. A
tingling in the base of the neck told them they were being
subjected to a thorough scan.

The passage opened into a
gigantic chamber of indeterminate shape.

Hundreds of purple-clad people
worked and walked around hundreds of workstations. Only those who
shared the floor with the Naizes also shared their orientation. Off
the floor, there was no "up". People moved and walked around walls
and in mid-air at impossible angles.

Kurt and Summer gawked around
them. Summer was the first to speak. "How come their change doesn't
fall out of their pockets?"

A warm, crystal clear woman's
voice spoke from inches behind their heads.

EACH MEMBER'S RELATIVE MOTION
VECTOR IS MAINTAINED BY AN INDIVIDUAL GRAVITONIC PROJECTION.

They spun round to face the
owner of this strangely intimate voice.

WELCOME ABOARD DOCTORS NAIZE
AND NAIZE.

They looked back down the
deserted passage.

"May I concur with that
sentiment." This time a man's voice sounded from behind them. They
spun round again.

"I am West. I have been
appointed by and therefore represent the Board of Governors on this
expedition. I hope the transitory phase from the planet's surface
was correspondent to your expectations?" A well-built man of
thirtyish stood before them, hand extended to Kurt. They shook
hands. "It is a singular honour to meet the man and daughter team
whose endeavours made this all possible," said West, indicating the
chamber.

"Thank you," said Kurt. "I ...
We have never seen our work ..." Kurt was lost for words.

"We knew all this was possible
in theory," Summer helped her father. "But to actually see it put
into practice ... Well. It's just fantastic."

"Yes," West drawled. He looked
faintly amused. "And by the puzzled expressions you had earlier, I
think you must have been communicating with Marshia."

"Marshia?" Summer asked. "The
ship?"

"Yes," West drawled again.
"That disembodied voice at the back of your head. That's
Marshia."

Summer looked around
uncertainly. "Hello, Marshia," she ventured.

HELLO ONCE AGAIN DOCTOR
NAIZE.

"Marshia speaks to us
individually or collectively," explained West, turning and drawing
Kurt and Summer along with his body language. He addressed Summer,
"I presume Marshia responded to you even though I could hear
nothing, Doctor Naize?"

"Yes, she did. And please, call
me Summer."

"And I'm Kurt."

"I'm just West I'm afraid."
West paused, frowning, trying to find the right phrases. "Marshia's
voice seems to emanate from your right shoulder when speaking to
you alone. Sort of conspiratorially, if you like. And from behind
when others in the neighbourhood can hear too. Demonstrate please,
Marshia."

UNDERSTOOD. THIS IS A GROUP
STATEMENT.

Both Kurt and Summer
nodded.

THIS IS AN INDIVIDUAL
STATEMENT.

Kurt and Summer smiled, nodded
and aha'ed.

"I tell you this because you
will be interacting with Marshia for just about everything you
need. And now," West clapped and rubbed his hands together, "a
quick tour and then I'll show you your quarters where you can
freshen up for dinner this evening with Captain Phoenix.
Agreed?"

Without waiting for a response
West was off as if pricked by a pin.

West reminded Summer of one of
those red-beaked birds you sometimes see at the sea shore. Its
progress was a series of quick dashes punctuated by moments of
stillness, study or frantic probing. Only in West's case, his
dashes were punctuated by bouts of vague arm waving with lots of
"Well, you probably know more about this than me anyway."

*

It turned out that the huge,
busy chamber they had first entered was referred to imaginatively
as A Deck. Everyone on A Deck was monitoring some part of Marshia.
Marshia took care of her own electronics, but people were needed to
monitor and maintain the vast amount of mechanics on board. Robots,
though clever enough, having use of Marshia's vast intelligence,
were not sufficiently adept and so were mainly used for simple
cleaning or labouring.

*

The first stop on the tour was
the spherical Gravitonic induction chamber. Here, they quickly
learned that all they had to do was step meaningfully in any
direction and at any angle and Marshia would provide a highly
localised gravitational field, or Gravitonic Projection, to keep
them feeling upright. They could stand anywhere in the room and at
any angle and still feel quite comfortable as if it was everything
else that was the wrong way up. Kurt's and Summer's first tentative
steps up the wall were quickly superseded by a raucous game of 3D
tag. This quickly degenerated into a mock gymnastics with, at one
stage, Kurt balancing on his nose apparently supported by Summer's
left earlobe.

West tolerated the pair's
antics for a few minutes before drawling, "Ye-es," and ushering
them flushed and giggling out of the induction chamber. "On a more
serious note," West cut through their chuckling, "that, umm,
feature, is available everywhere except your sleeping quarters."
Kurt and Summer looked suitably solemn. "Apparently, Marshia had
trouble with some crew members beating themselves senseless during
'flying' dreams."

He then mumbled, "Engineering
please, Marshia."

UNDERSTOOD.

The world moved.

To Kurt and Summer it seemed as
though the entire ship, its people and contents were manoeuvring as
one to avoid them. While the three of them stayed perfectly still
with respect to one another, walls, people, machines, everything
seemed to move out of their way. They were, they soon realised,
"flying" in perfect formation under Marshia's careful guidance.

West looked at the Naizes with
a twinkle in his eye. "I love this bit," he said.

After the induction chamber,
the rest of the tour was pretty dull. They were shown the huge
Gravitonic Projector capable of generating a gravitational field
akin to a black hole just outside the ship's hull. Marshia
travelled through space by "falling" in the direction of the
projected gravitational field.

They visited the Scanner
chamber where their new bristling Gravitonic Scanner was housed
next to the much larger, conventional Beta scanner. A quick round
of the recreation areas, bars, eateries and games chambers and West
paused, consulting his analogue wrist watch.

He clapped and rubbed his hands
together. "Well, I think that's enough for now. I think you've got
the hang of it. Dinner in one hour. I'll see you then." He mumbled
something to Marshia and was flying off along the corridor.

Kurt and Summer looked at one
another.

"Try it," said Kurt.

"Marshia?" Summer said to the
air. "Could you take us to our quarters?"

YES, DOCTOR NAIZE.

Summer looked quizzically at
her father.

Nothing happened.

"Take us to our quarters
please, Marshia," said Kurt.

UNDERSTOOD.

And they were off.

 



Chapter 5 : Speculate

 


Kurt was deposited
gently in his unexpectedly luxurious quarters. He'd noticed no
other crew members "flying" and resolved to use more traditional
methods in future. The activity might be considered a waste of
valuable resources.

His luggage stood neatly by the
large double bed. There were two comfortable-looking chairs and a
sumptuous sofa angled towards a large holoscreen display on one
wall. The screen showed a view of a dismal grey Horridoa hanging
forlornly in the void.

Kurt unpacked, showered,
changed and sat thoughtfully in front of the holoscreen.

"Marshia?" Kurt asked
tentatively.

YES, DOCTOR NAIZE?

"Do you know about the
disappearance of the sixteen drones?"

YES, DOCTOR NAIZE.

"Analysis?"

FROM THE DRONES' MOTION VECTORS
IT WOULD APPEAR THEY WERE HOMING IN ON SOME SMALL OBJECT. FROM THE
DRONES' BETA SCANNER RESULTS IT WOULD APPEAR THE OBJECT WAS AN
ASTEROID COMPOSED LARGELY OF ICE AND LESS THAN A THOUSAND YARDS IN
DIAMETER.

"The drones disappeared some
way off from the asteroid. Correct?"

YES, DOCTOR NAIZE.

"Did something from the
asteroid destroy them?"

NOTHING WAS DETECTED BY THE
SCANNERS.

"Could you have destroyed one
of those drones without the means of destruction being
detected?"

NO, DOCTOR NAIZE. LASERS, ION
BEAMS, MISSILES AND GRAVITONIC PROJECTIONS WOULD ALL HAVE BEEN
DETECTED BY THE SCANNERS.

"They disappeared
simultaneously. Correct?"

THAT IS INACCURATE.

"It is?"

THE DRONES DID NOT ALL STOP
TRANSMITTING SIMULTANEOUSLY.

"Show me."

UNDERSTOOD.

The holoscreen cleared to show
sixteen cigar shaped drones together with the times of their
disappearances. Two went simultaneously while the others varied by
between a few milliseconds and almost two seconds.

"Show me graphically."

UNDERSTOOD.

A bar chart appeared with the
most recent disappearance first. The bars got progressively longer,
as one would expect.

Kurt frowned at the screen.

"Show me that in 3-D with the
drones in their relative positions."

UNDERSTOOD.

The chart described a bowl
shape with the drones which disappeared earliest towards the lowest
point.

THAT IS A MOST INTERESTING
PERSPECTIVE, DOCTOR.

"Show the relative position of
the asteroid."

UNDERSTOOD.

An asteroid shape appeared high
and to the left of the bowl.

"Interesting." Kurt pondered
the screen for a while. "Show this to Summer, please Marshia."

UNDERSTOOD.

A few seconds later, Summer's
image appeared in one corner of the holoscreen. She was towelling
her hair.

"That's interesting," said
Summer. "It looks as though the drones were all shot down when they
reached a certain distance from something not shown to the right of
that asteroid."

"Either that, or they ran into
something very big and very round and very invisible," said Kurt
thoughtfully.

"A black hole?" suggested
Summer.

THE BETA SCANNERS WOULD HAVE
DETECTED ANY BLACK HOLES IN THE REGION, DOCTOR NAIZE.

"So, what do you think it is,
Marshia?" asked Summer.

THERE IS INSUFFICIENT DATA FOR
AN ABSOLUTE CONCLUSION. WOULD YOU CARE FOR ME TO SPECULATE?

"Yes, please."

ONE: THE DATA IS UNRELIABLE DUE
TO A MALFUNCTION OF THE DRONES OR THE RECEIVING STATION.

TWO: THE DATA HAS BEEN
MANUFACTURED BY THE ENEMY TO DIVERT A CLASS A BATTLE CRUISER FROM
THE GREAT REVENGE.

THREE: THE ENEMY HAVE A NEW
WEAPON WHICH THE DRONES STUMBLED UPON.

SHOULD I CONTINUE?

"No. Thank you, Marshia."

"How soon before we reach the
area, Marshia?" asked Kurt.

FORTY-EIGHT HOURS, DOCTOR
NAIZE.

Kurt rose. "I'll see you at
dinner, Summer. I'm going for a walk. Have a bit of a think."

"Later, Pop."

Kurt's thoughts quickly drifted
away from the probes' mysterious disappearances. As he meandered
along Marshia's seemingly endless corridors he became impressed by
the friendliness and politeness shown by each crew member he
encountered.

Passing through a quiet rest
area, Kurt's attention was drawn to a large clear bulb which
appeared to project into space. It turned out to be a transparent
bubble about twelve yards in diameter held against the side of the
ship. It was accessible through a narrow passageway the sides of
which were practically invisible.

Kurt could see some
recognisable constellations through the clear walls of the bubble
but held back from entering.

I UNDERSTAND AN EXCURSION IN
THE TRANSPOD IS A VERY STIMULATING EXPERIENCE.

Kurt was momentarily taken
aback at Marshia's intrusive explanation of the strange sight in
front of him.

"Transpod?" he asked.

AN EXCELLENT OBSERVATION TOOL
USED MAINLY FOR ENTERTAINMENT. PLEASE. STEP INSIDE, DR NAIZE.

Kurt ducked unnecessarily as he
entered the transparent passageway. He couldn't help but place each
foot gingerly, holding his arms out like a tightrope walker. Kurt
paused and swallowed hard telling himself that no matter what his
senses told him, he was safe and no, Marshia was not laughing at
him. She was just a machine. He silently urged himself forward.

Kurt made himself look up from
his feet. Any trepidation he'd felt swiftly left him. His eyes and
mouth opened wide as he gazed out at the familiar constellations
that shone back at him with unbelievable clarity.

He had reached the centre of
the clear sphere before he realised he was no longer walking on a
solid floor but was being held by Marshia's gravitonic
projections.

A gentle hiss and the faintest
of movements told Kurt he was being sealed in and this strangest of
crafts was floating free.

SIMPLY LEAN IN THE DIRECTION
YOU WISH TO GO, DOCTOR.

Kurt experimented with a gentle
lean.



The huge white wall that was
Marshia's exterior fell rapidly away. The sensation was supremely
exhilarating. A feeling of power and security engulfed Kurt. He
knew it was him in the transparent sphere that was moving but it
still felt all the world like the gigantic space ship, the planet
looming beyond and the surrounding stars were all dancing to his
tune.

"It's fantastic!" said Kurt
making the transpod dip and swoop around Marshia. "Summer will love
this."

IT IS VERY POPULAR WITH SOME
CREW MEMBERS.

Kurt turned the transpod away
from the bright mass of Marshia. Stars and deep space captured his
attention. He gazed out of his tiny bubble totally enthralled.

"This is truly amazing," he
said. "You must keep one set of optical sensors trained out there
all the time."

BETA SCANNERS HAVE GREATER
RANGE AND DEFINITION, DOCTOR.

"Yes, but it's so
beautiful."

IT IS VERY POPULAR WITH SOME
CREW MEMBERS.

"Don't you sometimes just stare
out there in wonder and think about ... I don't know ... where it
all came from?"

A NON-CAUSAL EVENT IN
PRE-SPACE-TIME. AN INEVITABLE HEISENBERG EVENT.

"Don't you wonder about
things, Marshia?"

I ANALYSE, CATEGORISE AND
FORMALISE MY INPUT DATA, DOCTOR.

"I suppose wondering is not in
your repertoire." Kurt was not being derisive.

NO, DOCTOR.

"We ... people ... I ... wonder
too much perhaps. Sometimes I feel so small. So powerless. Foetal.
Things happen. Stars explode. Planets die. Animals, people die in
such pain. We're so helpless. Why?"

IT WOULD SEEM LOGICAL THAT THE
QUESTION IS INVALID.

"What question?"

THE QUESTION OF WHY THINGS ARE
AS THEY ARE, DOCTOR.

"Yes," Kurt said absently. He
squinted at a particularly blue star. "Perhaps life is the
universe's attempt to overcome its own limitations. We are all of
this universe. Defined and encompassed within it."

I AM CURIOUS ABOUT SOMETHING
DOCTOR.

"What's that, Marshia?"

CREW MEMBERS IN THE TRANSPOD
OFTEN SHARE THEIR THOUGHTS ABOUT THE UNIVERSE WITH ME. SOME WILL
EVEN CRY. WHY IS THAT, DOCTOR?

Kurt thought for a moment.
"Being presented with the huge indifference of the universe, I
guess."

He felt sad. He could feel his
mood sinking. Kurt resisted the urge to start dwelling on questions
of the meaninglessness of it all variety. A particularly
starless and black area between constellations reminded him of the
problems he had to ponder back aboard Marshia.

"Take me back please,
Marshia."

UNDERSTOOD.

 



Chapter 6 : Dinner

 


Captain Phoenix turned
out to be a handsome, if portly, middle-aged gentleman. He wore the
standard issue purple uniform with no frills or any insignia of
rank.

Summer and Kurt were greeted by
Phoenix's outstretched hand. "Doctors, welcome aboard. May I
introduce my wife, Tracy ..." A Junoesque young woman bowed
gracefully to Kurt revealing, a cleavage young men would die for
and old men could die from.

"Hello," she purred, managing
to breathe out far too much air.

"Commander Apricot ..."
continued Captain Phoenix, indicating an outrageously handsome
young man beaming at Summer. "... and West you've met."

"Indeed," said West. "May I say
how charming you both look." An awkward pause was followed by
coughs and invitations to be seated.

Tracy was the first to break
the silence while the soup was being efficiently dispensed by
silent stewards.

"So, Doctor Naize ..."

"Please. Call me Kurt."

Tracy kept her lips puckered
for what seemed an age before saying his name. "Kurt. So you're the
one who upset Birdie. Tearing him away from his beloved battle
plans."

"Birdie?" queried Kurt.

Captain Phoenix raised an
embarrassed finger. "That's me, I'm afraid."

Kurt looked pointedly at Summer
knowing she was about to ask if the nickname referred to his
surname or to being one under par in some department. Spotting her
father's disapproving glance Summer swallowed the question.

"Upset you Captain?" Kurt
turned to Phoenix. "In what way?"

Before Phoenix could reply,
Apricot turned to Summer and said, "This new scanner of yours looks
most interesting. Tell me about it."

"I'm sorry," Summer replied,
"but I would be interested to hear what the Captain has to
say."

Captain Phoenix looked
embarrassed again. "Perhaps this is not the best time to discuss
this."

"Could I hazard a guess?"
ventured Kurt. "If I were in your position I would probably regard
this whole expedition with some cynicism, to say the least."

"It's not that, exactly ..."
Captain Phoenix said hesitantly. "But ..."

"This isn't some wild goose
chase, you know," Summer interrupted the Captain. "There could be
something very significant out there which could affect the whole
course of the war."

"Yes, I'm sure ..." began the
Captain.

He was cut short by Apricot who
said, "By causing us to lose it, perhaps?" Apricot immediately
regretted his sarcastic tone.

Summer flushed. "Something that
can cause that much destruction must be investigated. I
would have thought that even a gung-ho dullard could have worked
that one out!"

"Summer!" Kurt admonished his
daughter. "We are the Captain's guests!"

"Yes," said Summer, "I'm sorry.
But talk of winning or losing this war is a little ridiculous don't
you think? Especially when there's something of such obvious
destructive power out there."

Apricot inhaled to take up the
challenge but was thankfully interrupted.

AAWOOGAARGH. Said Marshia
coolly. I AM TRACKING AN ENEMY SCOUT SHIP. REQUEST CONDITION
YELLOW.

"Granted!" said Captain
Phoenix. "With me, Apricot, and please excuse us ladies,
gentlemen." Phoenix and Apricot left at a trot.

"Well, how exciting," said
West, not sounding particularly excited. "An enemy scout ship. So
soon too. Whatever next?"

"Whatever next, indeed," purred
Tracy, leaning towards Kurt. "Tell me," she said, gripping a roll
firmly with both hands, "what sort of Doctor are you, Kurt?" Tracy
dug her thumbs gently into the yielding bun and parted it into two
appetising halves.

"I'm just a humble physicist,"
said Kurt, his eyes following one half of the bun as it was placed
between Tracy's white teeth and ruby lips.

"So you know all about things
physical?" said Tracy.

"Not all," said Kurt.
"Just some."

"My father is an expert on
gravity," said Summer smiling sweetly at Tracy. "And how,
eventually, everything succumbs to it."

"I like to think of myself as a
bit of an expert on attraction," said Tracy, not missing a
heartbeat.

"I've never thought of it like
that before," said West.

"What?" said Summer.

"Everything succumbing to
gravity. In the end," said West. "The big crunch, and all." He
looked thoughtful for half a second before saying brightly, "Still,
not my thing really. I don't like to get bogged down with the
little detailie things like you scientists types. I like to keep my
eye on the whole picture. The overall scene. The big ... picture.
More of the manager of managers role for me."

"I can see that," said Summer
over West's head.

"Where would Mrs Doctor Naize
be?" asked Tracy removing some butter from her nail by sticking the
whole finger in her mouth and then withdrawing the moist digit very
slowly.

"She died some time ago," said
Kurt.

"Handsome and
available," said Tracy with the sensitivity of a post-coital black
widow.

"So what do you do as
representative of the Board?" Summer asked West, hoping he would
talk enough for her to get on with her meal without having to
listen to the intellectually challenged set of breasts chatting up
her dad.

"A very interesting question,"
said West, steepling his fingers. "Before this appointment, I was
Head of Workforce Consumables Appropriations at the Board's head
offices on Tao. I headed an initiative which looked at the economic
implications of certain sheet connection module recycling
processes. Some of which would hold department heads accountable
for over stock usage as laid out in a study I conducted. All, I
might add, done on my own initiative. The reaction was most
encouraging and it seems that all heads of departments unanimously
voted for my promotion to this position."

"You mean," said Summer pausing
to chew some food, "after you showed the department heads how to
save paperclips, they elected to send you into space?"

"Well, I think there was a
little more to it than that," said West. "They did say that I had
demonstrated an unusual ability to get right to the heart of a
detail that had, in the main, been completely overlooked by
everyone on the Board. It was thought that my, dare I say, talent,
would be best utilised on a mission such as this."

"I can relate to that," said
Summer.

"Thank you," said West.

 



Chapter 7 : Enemy

 


Phoenix and Apricot
entered the control room at a trot.

A perspiring young woman manning the
auxiliary communications console said nervously, "Enemy scout ship
located sir."

Phoenix, trying not to breathe
hard, put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. "Chin up, Sprigs.
Remember your rehearsals. This is what we were born
for!"

The communications officer
flushed damply, set her jaw and tried not to be sick.

Phoenix strode confidently to
his imposing padded seat. He addressed the room.

"I know you'll all do your
best. Years of rehearsals have led us to this moment. Our destinies
are tied together forever. Our people have entrusted their very
lives into our hands. Their fate is in our ... hands. Chin up.
Remember your rehearsals. This is what we were born for!"
Apricot applauded enthusiastically.

"That'll do, Commander," said
Phoenix reproachfully. "Now, let's put all that rehearsing into
effect shall we." Phoenix set his jaw.

"Marshia?" he said.

YES, CAPTAIN PHOENIX?

"Sneak up behind that enemy
vessel and disable it!"

UNDERSTOOD. ALL CREW. CONDITION
RED. YOU HAVE THIRTY SECONDS TO TIE DOWN.

"At last!" exclaimed Phoenix
strapping himself in. "Action! Come on Apricot! Put the screen on.
I don't want to miss any of this."

The large screen showed a
larger portion of starry space. If you stared really hard and long
enough at one of the stars near the edge of the screen you could
just make out that they were moving.

A few minutes passed.

"What's happening, Marshia?"
asked Phoenix at last.

WE ARE SNEAKING UP BEHIND THE
ENEMY, CAPTAIN.

"Good, good." Phoenix drummed
his fingers.

Apricot arranged his features
to indicate his agreement and support of Phoenix.

A few more minutes passed.

Someone coughed.

"And how long will this take,
Marshia?" asked Phoenix.

NINETY-SIX HOURS, CAPTAIN.

"Four days?"

YES, CAPTAIN.

Phoenix thought for a
moment.

"Just time to finish dinner, I
think." Phoenix unstrapped himself and rose to leave. "Keep me
posted, Marshia."

UNDERSTOOD

.


Chapter 8 : Dessert

 


Phoenix and Apricot
entered the dining room and settled into their places. Stewards
placed plates of food in front of them.

West's face pointed at Phoenix,
eyebrows quizzically raised. As did Tracy's, Kurt's and
Summer's.

Phoenix and Apricot seemed to
be in some kind of synchronised elbow dancing competition as they
tucked into their plates of food. After several minutes of
mastication during which he was oblivious to the group stare,
Phoenix looked up.

"Ah!" Phoenix exclaimed,
realising the assembly had been waiting patiently for an
explanation of the code red alert recently instigated. "You're
probably wondering about the code red thingy ..." Phoenix waved his
knife in the general direction of the red hue that had insinuated
itself into the room's lighting. "Nothing to worry about. Just
sneaking up on an enemy ship."

"You mean we're going into
battle?" demanded West, rising in alarm. "Shouldn't you be doing
something on the bridge, or something?"

"Well ..." began Phoenix.

"Shouldn't we be in some kind
of protective bunker, or something?" said West, panic creeping into
his voice.

Phoenix patted the air over his
plate trying to make be calm motions but succeeded only in
losing the peas off his fork. "Now let's stay calm. Nothing is
likely to happen within the next few days," he said.

"Likely?" West's voice
rose an octave. "Likely?"

"Days?" said Summer
ignoring West's concern.

"Days?" Echoed Kurt.

Tracy motioned to a steward. "I
think we're all ready for dessert now. Thanks," she said to the
steward as the plates were expertly removed from the table. "I
do think using stewards, real people, is much better
than those replicator things, don't you?" she said to anyone who
was listening.

"We don't have a bridge,
interestingly," said Apricot turning to West. "We have, what we
sometimes call the control room. And sometimes we refer to
it as the ops room." Apricot continued, ignoring the
malevolent glare from West. "I must confess, I'm not sure when to
use which. But ..." in a conspiratorial tone, "... I don't think
anyone else knows either."

Phoenix reddened. "Might I
remind you Mister West that we are at a state of ...
in a state of war. One of the prerequisites, and
indeed some regard it an important identifying feature, is that we,
on occasion, regrettably, engage in combat."

"Is this diversion absolutely
necessary given the importance of our task?" asked Kurt.

West's face was a picture of
injured disbelief. "But I was led to believe this was a simple
exploratory mission based on some crackpot assertions that had no
foundation in reality and that there certainly would be no possible
chance there would be any possibility of any dangerous
possibilities being entered into at all," West said in one
impressive breath.

"Now, the origin of the word
'bridge' I do know," volunteered Apricot.

"'crackpot assertions'?" Summer
was appalled at West's comments. It was her turn to raise her voice
an octave. "'no foundation in reality'?"

Phoenix tried to gain control
of the situation. "The ship we are tracking is headed towards the
same area as ourselves so it has to be engaged," he
said.

West sat down looking rather
pale as the stewards arrived with dessert.

Tracy dived into the fruit
concoction with gusto. "Hmmm," she enthused, lifting a heaped spoon
in Kurt's direction. "You really must try some."

Kurt declined.

"Anyway," West stabbed at his
fruit, "this is probably all old hat to you isn't it." He looked
pointedly at Phoenix. "Been in many a bloody conflict, I'll
bet."

Phoenix concentrated on his
food. As did Apricot.

"Haven't you?" West
squeaked.

When Phoenix did not respond
West dropped his spoon and excused himself from the room holding
his stomach.

Phoenix looked embarrassed.

Kurt looked cross.

Apricot looked at Phoenix and
then looked cross.

Summer folded her arms
crossly.

Tracy sucked on a peach
segment.

The steward looked at the
ceiling.

 



Chapter 9 : Capture

 


Just a couple of hundred
million miles from Marshia was a darkened room that had neither
doors nor windows. The only illumination in the room came from a
flickering display screen which lit up the face of the small, dark,
bearded man peering intently into it. Wires from a skull cap
disappeared into the gloom above him. In each hand he held a
joystick which he twitched occasionally.

The project was coming together
nicely.

The small, dark man let go of
the joysticks and leaned back with a sigh as he realised his
thoughts were starting to wander.

Absolute concentration was
imperative.

That last fist-sized comet he
had managed to capture was just what the doctor ordered. It
contained some missing iron and water he so badly needed for
completion.

The thousands and thousands of
hours he had spent coaxing and cajoling the molecules into place
would be paying dividends in the very near future.

Yards away, in another,
brighter, room that had neither doors nor windows, sat another
small, bearded man. The casual observer would think he was reading
a large volume on the psychology of subliminal smells in confined
spaces and the meta-language of pheromones. But had that observer
taken the trouble to glance over the small, neat little man's
shoulder he would have seen that the man was actually conducting a
detailed examination of Miss December's ample physique.

*

Phoenix lay on his bed
marvelling at his luck at being given command of a genuine Class A
Quantatronic Battle Cruiser. 'All these personnel,' mused Phoenix.
'Relying on me for leadership, example, strength. And we're
squaring up to the enemy. Mustn't show any weakness. Firm jaw,
steady hand. The crew do look up to me, after all.'

"Are you even trying?" Tracy's
question cut across Phoenix's thoughts. "My arm is starting to
ache! It's like trying to breathe life back into a long dead, badly
shaved albino squirrel!"

"I'm sorry pet," Phoenix looked
embarrassed. "It's the pressures, you know."

Tracy jumped off the bed,
pulling her dressing gown around her shoulders. "Pressures,
pressures, pressures!" She was not a happy lady. "Same old excuse.
I am now going to take a shower because somehow I've worked
up a sweat. Hot and still bothered!" She turned before entering the
bathroom, narrowing her eyes. "I'll be back!" she said.

Phoenix watched the bathroom
door close with relief and trepidation.

I AM SORRY TO DISTURB YOU
CAPTAIN PHOENIX BUT THERE HAVE BEEN SOME DEVELOPMENTS REGARDING THE
ENEMY SCOUT SHIP.

Phoenix sat up eagerly. "Do you
need me in the control room?" he said.

THAT WILL NOT BE NECESSARY
CAPTAIN.

"Right! I'll be there straight
away." Phoenix bounded off the bed and over to the bathroom door.
"I'm sorry pet," he shouted through the door, pulling on his
trousers. "Emergency in the control room. Back as soon as I can."
With that Phoenix dashed for the door. He was still tucking himself
in in the corridor as a muffled scream from within his cabin
startled a passing crew member.

*

Phoenix settled into the plush
leather armchair in the centre of the control room. "Screen on,
please."

"It's on, sir," said
Apricot.

Phoenix squinted at the large
black square on the wall in front. "Ah! So it is! It's difficult
sometimes, you know, to focus on the stars. Like coming across a
washing line unexpectedly. Difficult to judge the distance until
you've focused on it .... sort of thing."

"Yes, sir," said Apricot.

"So, what's happening?" asked
Phoenix.

Apricot frowned at the screen.
"I'm not really sure, sir," he said.

"Marshia?" said Phoenix.

UNDERSTOOD. WE ARE ONE POINT
TWO MILES TO THE REAR OF THE ENEMY SCOUT SHIP CAPTAIN. DOCTORS
NAIZE AND NAIZE HAVE BUILT INVERTED GRAVITONIC SCANNERS ENABLING US
TO BEND ALL TRADITIONAL SCANNING BEAMS RENDERING US EFFECTIVELY
INVISIBLE. THIS WILL CEASE TO BE EFFECTIVE WITHIN ONE MILE OF THE
TARGET. SHOULD I DESTROY THE ENEMY SCOUT SHIP CAPTAIN?

"Errmm. Not just yet, Marshia,
thank you."

UNDERSTOOD.

"Put the ship on screen."

IT IS ON SCREEN CAPTAIN.

"It is?" asked Phoenix,
squinting at the screen. Apricot squinted likewise.

A red ring appeared round a
tiny white dot in the screen's centre.

"Make it bigger please
Marshia."

UNDERSTOOD.

A larger red ring appeared
round a tiny white dot in the screen's centre.

"Make the image of the scout
ship large enough for us to see in some detail please Marshia,"
said Phoenix a little tersely.

UNDERSTOOD.

The screen filled, almost
audibly, with the rear view of a rather unremarkable, but extremely
white, box shaped vessel. The bright image caused the control room
to flood with light making everyone flinch unattractively.

"It's a standard ion-drive
enemy mini-transport and scout Class "C" space only vessel,
captain," volunteered Apricot. "Capable of carrying eight personnel
and a four ton payload. A ten megawatt ion-beam mounted fore and
aft. Sub-light, five ton per second inertial moment capacity. One
three sixty degree magneto scanner. Ceased manufacture two years
ago."

Phoenix frowned at Apricot and
then pointed to a red button on the arm of his chair. "What's that
for?"

"Sir?" Apricot leaned forward
to see what Phoenix was pointing at.

"The button? What's it
for?"

"Summoning the steward,
sir."

"Not a trap door?"

"Sir?"

"Never mind," sighed Phoenix.
"How many crew on board the scout ship, Marshia?" he asked.

TWO CAPTAIN.

"Right!" Phoenix clapped his
hands together enthusiastically. "What do you recommend
Apricot?"

"Perhaps we should capture the
crew for questioning sir."

"Excellent suggestion, Apricot.
Excellent."

A few seconds' silence followed
while Phoenix frowned and pursed his lips in thought.

Crewperson Pending filed her
nails.

Someone coughed.

Phoenix came to a decision.
"Marshia?"

YES CAPTAIN.

"Capture the crew of that enemy
scout ship would you please."

UNDERSTOOD.

The viewer screen went to
mostly black again. The tiny white dot in the screen's centre
exploded in an orange ball of hot gasses and assorted debris.

"My God!" said Apricot looking
aghast at the screen. "She's blown them up!"

THE ENEMY CREW ARE IN HOLDING
CELL FOURTEEN CAPTAIN.

"Well," said Phoenix
enthusiastically. "Nothing like a little action to get the blood
flowing. Eh, Apricot?"

"No sir," said Apricot a little
meekly.

"Can't stand around here
gabbing, man," Phoenix jumped from his seat. "I must just go and
... have a word with my wife. I'll see you in fifteen ... make that
ten minutes in holding cell fourteen, Apricot."

"Very good, sir."

 



Chapter 10 :
Interrogation

 


Sergeant Arthur,
immaculately attired in Special Space Reconnaissance Platoon light
grey overalls with matching belt and boots, blinked twice. Where
there had once been a pleasant view of the Armpit Nebula, there was
now a rather dull view of a light grey wall.

He noticed the left arm of his
pilot's seat was smouldering quietly and the joystick he held was
no longer connected to anything.

Sergeant Arthur's attention was
drawn to the sound of splashing water to his left.

His identical twin brother,
Sergeant George, also resplendent in Special Space Reconnaissance
Platoon light grey overalls with matching belt and boots, stood
carefully pouring steaming hot water from a kettle onto his left
foot.

But not for long.

"Ow, ooh, aargh. Bollocks! What
the ...?!" Sergeant George hopped about grabbing at his foot. The
kettle crashed to the floor.

Moving only his eyes, Sergeant
Arthur examined his surroundings. "It would appear, from a cursory
examination of our current circumstances that ..." He flinched as
Sergeant George yanked off his boot. The application of hot water
to Sergeant George's left sock, an event of some note and rarity in
its own right, released a malevolent odour well capable of flooring
all nostril bearing entities for a radius of some twenty yards or
more. Sergeant Arthur, thankfully immunised after years of
exposure, survived. "... we've been nobbled!"

Sergeant Arthur averted his
eyes. The sight of Sergeant George massaging his besocked foot was
too much even for Sergeant Arthur's callused senses.

"It certainly looks that way,
brother." Sergeant George reinserted his damp foot into his damper
boot. Much to Sergeant Arthur's relief.

"At a guess," said Sergeant
Arthur, "I would say we have been exported into the very bowels of
an enemy vessel."

"A fiendish and unsporting
trick, brother."

"Expect nothing less. Expect
nothing less." Sergeant Arthur abandoned the joystick and seat.
"Let us reconnoitre the immediate area perchance to find a chink in
our enemies' defences of the weakness persuasion."

"Right-ho, brother."

"You look over there. And I'll
look ... over here."

The sergeants examined the
walls of the ten by ten cell minutely.

"Find anything?" enquired
Sergeant Arthur.

"Nothing, brother."

"Door or anything?"

"Nothing, brother."

"Any seams?"

"Nothing, brother."

"Lumps? Bumps? General
anomalies of a colour persuasion?"

"Nothing, brother."

"Me neither." Sergeant Arthur
scratched his head. "Check the floor," he said at last.

The two dropped to their knees
examining every square inch of the floor intently. They rose after
a few minutes, puzzled expressions, playing like a light breeze
tickling a donkey's mane, over their faces.

"Find anything?" enquired
Sergeant Arthur.

"Nothing, brother."

"Trap door or anything?"

"Nothing, brother."

"Any seams?"

"Nothing, brother."

"Lumps? Bumps? General
anomalies of a colour persuasion?"

"Nothing, brother."

"Me neither." Sergeant Arthur
scratched his head again. "The fiendish persuasion of the enemy
defies all imagination."


"It does indeed, brother. And they've buggered up the
kettle, brother!" said Sergeant George toeing, the remnants of his
stricken kettle. He leaned to examine the kettle's smouldering
plugless cord. "Very fiendish, very unsporting," he said.

"Quite!" said Sergeant Arthur
indignantly. "No 'more tea vicar?' for us! Not until we're out of
this biscuit tin of a room, anyway. I will be having very strong
words with whoever is in charge. You can be sure of that!"

"You do right, brother."

"Right! Let's find out exactly
who is in charge." Sergeant Arthur took a deep breath,
adopted the arms-akimbo-head-tilted-back stance reserved of one who
is about to indulge in some heavy vociferation, and fell back
startled against the wall.

"You could have warned us you
were standing up there!" gasped Sergeant Arthur clasping his chest
in alarm. Sergeant George assumed the same position in
sympathy.

"Welcome aboard, gentlemen,"
Phoenix said wryly looking down from the walkway running round the
top of the cell. "I am Captain Phoenix and this is Commander
Apricot my second in command." Apricot tilted his smile in what he
hoped was a superior and intimidating way. "And you are ...?"

"Say nothing, brother,"
Sergeant George hissed. The prisoners stood in determined
silence.

Phoenix sighed. "Intimidate the
prisoners please, Marshia."

UNDERSTOOD, CAPTAIN.

The sergeants found themselves
suddenly suspended upside down above the centre of the cell. Their
heads level with Phoenix and Apricot. Loose change and tea bags hit
the cell floor.

"Sergeant George Puree here,
governor!"

"Sergeant Arthur Puree here,
sir!" The pair shrieked in unison coming to an inverted
attention.

"Thank you Marshia. You may put
them down now."

UNDERSTOOD, CAPTAIN.

The sergeants were returned
gently to an upright position on the cell floor.

"Thank you, governor," said
Sergeant George bending to retrieve his change and tea bags.

"Ditto," said Sergeant Arthur
tipping a cap he was not wearing.

"Now gentlemen." Phoenix leaned
forward on the rails. Apricot did likewise. "Do tell. Just where
were you headed?"

"Well sir," Sergeant Arthur
looked embarrassed. "You know, we're not supposed to divulge
information of that particular persuasion if captured and
questioned by the enemy. No offence intended to your present
selves, sir."

Sergeant George nodded in
agreement.

"I'm sure you could make an
exception in this case. Marshia can be very persuasive."

UNDERSTOOD, CAPTAIN.

The two sergeants rose slowly
into the air, feeling an extra firm tug as a small gravitonic
projection threatened to remove their heads from their stretched
necks.

"Well. As you've asked," said
Sergeant Arthur through clenched teeth and throat, "we were given
instructions, of the orders persuasion, to the effect that we
should determine what events had terminated the existence of some
of your lot's little space ship things over in sector five."

"And," continued
Sergeant George, "find out what happened, governor."

Sergeant Arthur tried to turn
and frown at his brother but couldn't.

"I see," said Phoenix.

THEY ARE TELLING THE TRUTH,
CAPTAIN.

"Thank you, Marshia," said
Phoenix. "Thank you, gentlemen. That will be all for now. Marshia
will take you to a more comfortable cell."

UNDERSTOOD.

The two sergeants were whisked
up and away. "Any chance of a cup of tea or just some water of the
hot persuasion and a mug would do ..." could be heard fading into
the distance.

"It would seem that the
destruction of Naize's drones had nothing to do with the enemy,
Apricot."

"Indeed, sir. Unless those two
were expendable decoys who knew nothing of the real truth,
sir."

"Possible, possible."

WE WILL BE REACHING THE TARGET
AREA WITHIN THE NEXT TWO HOURS, CAPTAIN.

"Thank you, Marshia," said
Phoenix. "Better keep the scanners on full alert, Apricot."

"Yes, sir."

"The enemy will obviously
notice the destruction of their scout ship and be sending
reinforcements."

"Undoubtedly, sir."

"Go to yellow alert and tell
the crew to stay ... alert."

"Consider it done, sir."

*

Kurt and Summer strolled arm in
arm. They had left the Captain's dining quarters and were heading
in the general direction of their own quarters.

"So, what do you think of
Captain Phoenix?" asked Summer.

"I can't make up my mind," said
Kurt looking thoughtful. "He seems a bit of a bumbler on the
surface but I suspect that in the event of an emergency, when
everyone else was panicking, he would be a little island of
calm."

"Don't potential Captains of
these quantatronic battle cruisers have to be specially vetted?"
asked Summer.

"I believe so," said Kurt.
"Something about their relationship with the brain." Kurt flinched
at his own words. "I mean Marshia." He looked apologetically around
him.

Kurt thought a change of
subject was in order. "That young commander ... what was his
name?"

"Banana," said Summer
dryly.

"Apricot," said Kurt. "Seemed a
very nice young fellow. Friendly. Attentive."

"If you're into labradors."
Summer didn't pause for breath. "I wouldn't buy a used space
shuttle from that West fellow but you and the Captain's wife,
Spacey Tracy, seemed to hit it off in a big way!"

Kurt laughed. "She's quite a
gal, isn't she?"

"I nearly gagged when she
started sucking her fingers and I'm sure there was a slight echo
coming from that cleavage." Summer leaned against her father
giggling.

"Sssh!" said Kurt theatrically.
"Marshia might turn us in."

ALL CONVERSATIONS ARE TREATED
WITH ABSOLUTE CONFIDENCE.

"Thank you, Marshia," said
Kurt. Father and daughter looked at each other like two guilty
children.

They walked in silence for a
few minutes.

"What do you think the
prisoners look like?" asked Summer as they turned into the corridor
leading to their quarters.

Kurt paused for thought.

"Marshia?" he said at last.

YES, DOCTOR?

"Show us the way to the
prisoners, would you?"

CERTAINLY DOCTOR.

A pale blue arrow appeared on
the corridor wall pointing back the way they had come.

"Follow that arrow," said
Summer pulling her father round.

Kurt and Summer entered a
quadrangle whose overwhelming feature was that of being the dullest
grey they have ever seen. The floor, walls and very high ceiling
were all grey. Diffused lighting made judging distances very
difficult.

Along each of the four grey
walls, nine or ten feet apart, were grey doors. The two doors
nearest Kurt and Summer had a small, red light on the wall above
them.

"These must be the prison
cells," whispered Summer. Kurt nodded.

Summer approached the first
door. A small, grey button with 'Show' written on it proved
irresistible to her. She pressed the button. The label on the
button changed to 'Hide'. Movement to her left caught Summer's
attention.

A large portion of the grey
wall had become transparent to reveal a small, grey cell. The cell
was furnished with two bunks, a table, two chairs, a number of
cupboards and a small, muscular, tanned man in a black leotard
doing press-ups.

Kurt and Summer watched as the
man, oblivious to their presence, went through an exhaustive
exercise routine.

The man was well into another
round of press-ups before Kurt leaned towards Summer and whispered,
"They're very fit, aren't they?"

"I don't think much of their
dress sense," Summer whispered back.

THAT IS CELL-MAN SECOND CLASS
RUPERT JOHNSON.

Marshia obviously made the man
aware of their presence as he stopped mid-press, stood, focused
briefly on the wall between them and jogged lightly on his toes to
the door. Leaving the cell, Johnson jogged lightly up to Kurt and
Summer and came smartly to attention.

"Cell-man second class
Johnson," he said, saluting so hard his hand vibrated. Kurt and
Summer made sad, self-conscious attempts at saluting back. Johnson
looked as though something rather smelly had been sellotaped to his
upper lip.

"We were just wondering ..."
Kurt tapered off. He felt foolish suddenly.

Summer looked down squinting
very hard at something fascinating at her feet.

Johnson rolled his eyes. "Would
sir and madam like to have a butchers at the prisoners?"

Kurt nodded. "Yes please," he
said.

Johnson jogged lightly in place
for a second before turning and jogging lightly over to the other
grey door with the red light above it. He came to attention and did
a smart about turn. Johnson's flamboyant pre-button-press-wave of
the finger halted while he said, "The aforementioned prisoners will
be revealed when I activate the wall clearing button." Johnson's
head motioned in the direction of the grey wall to the right of the
door. "Do not be alarmed. The prisoners will not be aware of your
scrutinising, as the wall, which permits the passage of light from
them to us, does not permit it to pass in the opposite direction or
visa versa. Which means, they can't see us."

"A one way wall," said
Summer.

"Precisely, madam," said
Johnson, pressing the button.

The wall cleared to reveal
Sergeant Arthur and Sergeant George sitting disconsolately at
opposite ends of a small grey table. Their grey uniforms blended
quite nicely with the decor.

Johnson held his finger to his
lips, indicating Kurt and Summer should stay quiet and listen.

Sergeant Arthur was speaking,
"... was definitely, without a shadow of a doubt, The
Meta-language of Pheromones by Anne O'Door."

"But what," asked Sergeant
George, "would possess you to want to read such a volume,
brother?"

"I didn't," said Sergeant
Arthur. "I just made it up. A quip of the joke persuasion."

Sergeant George looked puzzled
for a moment. "Ah!" he said at last. He sat back. The puzzled
expression on his face refusing to leave its comfortable new
home.

Sergeant Arthur sighed. "Like,
Pale Rider by Annie Mick," he said.

"I get that," said
Sergeant George. "But what's ferret-moles got to do with
doors?"

"Pheromones!" Sergeant
Arthur said with considerable irritation. "Pheromones!"

The puzzled expression that had
moved onto Sergeant George's face had taken down the "For Rent"
sign and got itself on the electoral register.

"Pheromones," said Sergeant
Arthur, waving a hand vaguely in the air. "They're sort of
chemicals that go up your hooter and make you ... I don't know ...
frisky or of the aggressive persuasion."

Sergeant George folded his arms
across his chest. "I'd probably have been a lot quicker on the old
up-take, brother, if you'd have said, The Perfumed Garden by Anne
O'Door," he said. "Or, Clearing the Lift by Anne O'Door."

Sergeant Arthur looked
unimpressed but thoughtful. "I wonder if there is such a thing as a
ferret-mole," he said.

"In an infinite universe
anything is possible, brother."

"Would a ferret-mole be a long
thin rodent that liked to leave piles of soil on your lawn? Perhaps
a mole-ferret would be a short-sighted stocky rodent that liked to
chase long-eared rodents down tunnels and small underground
enclaves."

"Very likely, brother," said
Sergeant George, nodding sagely. "Very likely."

Johnson pressed the 'Hide'
button making the prisoners disappear behind a grey wall. He raised
and lowered himself on his toes.

"Code," said Johnson
confidently. "The prisoners are talking in code, the devious
fiends."

"Bollocks," said Summer.
Johnson's eyebrows threatened to jump off the top of his head.

"I think," continued Summer,
"you'll find they are just two bored men talking bollocks." Summer
punctuated the sentence with a mock salute and turned to leave.

Kurt, accompanied by a loud
smirk, followed Summer from the quad.

 



Chapter 11 : Contact

 


Phoenix and Apricot
watched the scanner displays intently. The control room around them
was quiet apart from the odd cough and an occasional mysterious
beeping noise. No one seemed to know what the beeping noise was but
the ship's builders assured them it was probably just the
quanta-electronic phase shift thermo-multiplier kicking in when
someone used the tea machine; or maybe the speedo cable was rubbing
against something.

Everyone jumped when Apricot
said, "Contact! Looks like Doctor Naize was right after all."

BOTH GRAVITONIC AND BETA
SCANNERS REGISTER AN UNIDENTIFIED OBJECT FIVE THOUSAND YARDS AHEAD.
SHOULD I DESTROY IT CAPTAIN PHOENIX?

"Not yet Marshia. Do a full
Beta scan and give me the results."

UNDERSTOOD. THE OBJECT IS SPHERICAL
WITHIN TWO PER CENT. IT IS ONE HUNDRED YARDS IN DIAMETER. IT
APPEARS TO BE SOLID ICE. ITS TRAJECTORY IS ILLOGICAL. ONE MOMENT
PLEASE.

This sounded interesting.
"Message for Kurt Naize and Summer Naize," said Phoenix. "Please
join me immediately in the control room. End message."

UNDERSTOOD. THE OBJECT IS
TRAVELLING IN AN ORBIT AROUND ANOTHER MUCH LARGER OBJECT. THIS
LARGER OBJECT IS NOT REGISTERING ON THE BETA SCAN. SHOULD I DESTROY
IT CAPTAIN PHOENIX?

"No Marshia. Do a full
Gravitonic scan and give me the results."

UNDERSTOOD. THE OBJECT IS
SPHERICAL WITHIN TWO PER CENT. IT IS ONE HUNDRED YARDS IN DIAMETER.
IT IS MAINLY ICE. THE CENTRE IS HOLLOWED OUT TO A DIAMETER OF FIVE
YARDS. THERE IS A CIRCULAR HOLE OF THREE YARDS IN DIAMETER RUNNING
THROUGH THE OBJECT. ITS TRAJECTORY IS AN ORBIT AROUND ANOTHER MUCH
LARGER OBJECT WHICH APPEARS TO BE ATTEMPTING TO BLOCK OUT THE
GRAVITONIC SCANNING BY GENERATING RANDOM INTERFERENCE.

"Close to one thousand yards
from the smaller object and hold, please Marshia," said
Phoenix.

UNDERSTOOD. THE ORBIT OF THE
SMALLER OBJECT IS CIRCULAR TO WITHIN ZERO POINT ZERO ZERO ZERO ONE
PER CENT. THE ORBITAL DIAMETER IS TWENTY-SIX MILLION YARDS. THE
LARGER OBJECT IS THIRTEEN MILLION AND SIX YARDS IN DIAMETER AND
APPEARS TO CONTAIN ANOTHER OBJECT WHICH HAS AN AVERAGE DIAMETER OF
THIRTEEN MILLION YARDS. COMPOSITION OF BOTH OBJECTS IS
INDETERMINATE.

Kurt and Summer entered the
control room.

"What's going on?" Summer
asked.

"I'm not one hundred per cent
sure," said Phoenix, pointing to a display showing his and
Marshia's conversation. "Read that," he said.

"Status?" Phoenix barked.

UNDERSTOOD. WE WILL BE
STATIONARY WITH RESPECT TO THE SMALLER OBJECT IN FIVE SECONDS.

Phoenix turned to Apricot.
"Take a shuttle and team and reconnoitre that lump of ice, would
you Commander."

"Sir," said Apricot, starting
to leave.

"Have all team members equipped
with video and audio relays," said Phoenix.

"Aye, aye, sir," said Apricot,
leaving the control room.

"Visual, please Marshia," said
Phoenix.

UNDERSTOOD.

*

Apricot hated this bit.
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