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            TWO DAYS OUT

          

        

      

    

    
      The band hacked their way uninspiringly through an old Glen Miller piece, but the Britannic’s passengers didn’t seem to care. James Bradford threaded his way through a dance floor full of gay young things, plus an assortment of people old enough to know better. The room was large enough for the curve of the deck to be apparent, but one didn’t notice it much amongst the press of people. A glance upward showed the odd angles at which the ship’s spin gravity made the chandeliers hang.

      Only two days out from Deimos Station, and already, the hedonistic mentality that seemed inevitable on a long cruise had set in. Wealthy colonial daughters of the Empire, on their way to London to be presented at court, danced with comparatively penniless engineers and junior officers, sure that any indiscretions would be forgotten. What happened on the ship, stayed on the ship. The widowed aunts and spinster sisters sent to chaperone lurked by the bar or danced themselves. Colonial service officers tended to marry late, after all, and a few of that type leavened the crowd. Bradford could spot them a mile off, even dressed in civvies. It was the smell of the house scotch combined with eyes that retained a certain sobriety no matter how hard they tried to drown it.

      James pulled his dinner jacket straight and pushed his wire-rimmed glasses up his nose as he exited into the comparative quiet of the promenade deck. He was no more than half a minute late for the rendezvous, but she stood by the rail that surrounded the viewing well, an impatient frown furrowing her forehead.

      He smiled.

      “Sorry, darling. That dashed Barclay woman got her claws into me and would not let go,” he said. The ‘darling’ was perhaps presumptuous. But in this persona, he called everybody darling.

      She glanced at her watch, confirming that he wasn’t that late, and smiled back.

      “Well, James, I suppose you are forgiven. Although I don’t know why you suggested we meet here. I can only watch the stars whirl by for so many minutes before the sight grows terribly dull.”

      She spoke with a mild Confederate accent that grew stronger when she thought she was being arch. It was much easier on the ear than the nasal twang of the Martian colonials; but, if he were honest with himself, Cordelia St John could have spoken like a Bermondsey fishwife and he’d have found her words just as enthralling. For all her impeccable Atlanta pedigree, she had the flaming red hair of a classic Celtic beauty. Her skin might not have had the youthful glow of the debutantes on the dance floor, but the laughter lines around her green eyes gave warmth to a face that would otherwise have been unapproachably perfect.

      “Dull?” he said, with an exaggerated air of shock. “How could such a view be dull? We quite literally have the entire universe at our feet.”

      He gestured dramatically out over the mahogany handrail which surrounded a large slab of glass set some inches deep into the floor. Beyond the window was darkness, scattered with pinpricks of light that drifted past as the ship rotated. In truth, the view was not great. The deck lights, reflected off glass that was smeared with condensation, hid all but the brightest stars.

      A patch of rust in the corner of the well momentarily diverted his attention. The Britannic might be an old ship, but that was no excuse. To mention it, however, would have been out of character. Instead, he made a show of going to the rheostat on the wall and dimming the lights. He took her arm in his, and together they leant out over the railing and gazed at the stars.

      “Look,” he said. “There’s Mars.” The Red Planet had receded to a mere dot in the distance, but its moons were still visible to the naked eye. “And there… Centaurus. See? There lies our closest star. One day, we will go there.”

      “Oh, James. You’re such a dreamer. How long would even the fastest ship take to get there? A hundred and thirty years?”

      It was a good estimate; one that James suspected came from the same magazine article he himself had flicked through two weeks ago. Cordelia was remarkably well read. Not for the first time, James cursed his choice of cover identity. James Bradford was a social gadfly. Being able to recognize the Centaurus constellation was a stretch for him. Commander James Gleeson, on the other hand, knew things about Raphson fields and ion drives which made him certain that imperial technology would be pushing the light-speed limit sooner than any magazine writer could believe. It was agonizing to have finally met an attractive, intelligent woman with an interest in such matters, and yet be unable to discuss them.

      “I’m sure the boffins in Naval Research will come up with something better. Got to stay ahead of the Russkis, after all,” he said cheerfully. “Look. There’s Jupiter. I was speaking to one of those Colonial Service chaps who’s actually been out there. There’s some real… pioneer spirit,” he added with a theatrical shiver.

      “I think that’s Saturn,” she replied. A little piece of him died. He’d made the mistake on purpose, but he’d been hoping she wouldn’t notice. “I applied for a position on the Titan expedition, you know. They wouldn’t take a woman, though.”

      His demeanor remained outwardly calm, but he was stunned. He was aware of Cordelia’s professional reputation as an exobiologist, but he’d thought of her as more of an armchair academic. The Titan expedition was even now fitting out in High Gibraltar. They would be in space for six years. That she’d been willing to make such a commitment spoke of a hardy nature at odds with the haute couture beauty who stood next to him.

      “Well, that was their loss, Cordelia,” he said with honest admiration. It was hardly in character, but it came out anyway.

      She looked at him quizzically and made no reply, plainly detecting the slip. Then she returned to their game, pointing out a particularly bright star and saying, “Oh! Is that Venus?”

      It looked like Venus, but the clockwork dance of the planets was as familiar to a spacer as the cycle of tides to an Earthly sailor. Venus was between Mars and the sun, so if they could not see the sun, it couldn’t be Venus. He wondered for a second if Cordelia was testing him. Then that worry was displaced by a bigger one; if it wasn’t Venus, what the hell was it?

      “No…” he said absently. “I think it must be another ship…”

      The problem was, he was pretty sure there was no other civilian or Imperial military traffic in the region; at least nothing large enough to be visible at a distance. They were too far out for even the bravest pilot to fly an orbital skiff or lighter. He hoped to hell that the damned Russkis weren’t messing about in Imperial space again.

      A deliberate cough from behind him saved him from the necessity of further comment. It was a young man in a steward’s uniform.

      “Pardon me, sir, but the Purser would like to see you in his office regarding a bet which you made with a… Mr. Gleeson?”

      James’ blood ran cold. Nobody on the Britannic should have known that name, but whoever wanted to get his attention had found a plausible excuse for pulling him away from his pleasures. Well-to-do wastrels like Bradford would bet on anything, and settling the inevitable disputes was the Purser’s customary prerogative.

      “Does it have to be right now? I am engaged,” he said. The protest was pro forma. He urgently wanted to know who had blown his cover, but if he went along too meekly with the young steward’s request, Cordelia would either never speak to him again or, worse, become suspicious that Bradford was more than he appeared.

      “The matter is urgent, sir. The other party to the bet awaits. He is somewhat agitated, I believe.”

      “Ugh. So be it. Sorry, Cordelia, but it seems I must go to see the chief bean-counter. He’s a fair enough chap, though. I’m sure I won’t be long. Should I come find you as soon as we're done?”

      “I suppose what must be, must be, Mr. Bradford. Until later, then.” The clipped way she spoke implied rather strongly that it might be a lot later.

      He couldn’t help himself. He took his glasses off, mentally let the Bradford persona drop, and looked straight into those amazing green eyes.

      “I am truly sorry, Ms. St. John,” he said with ‌natural sincerity. “I have no idea what this is about. I will, I swear, find a way to make this up to you.”

      “Better,” she said with a smile. “Don’t be long, darling.”
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      As he waited with the steward in front of the gilded panels of the elevator door, James studied the illuminated art déco glasswork that surrounded it with the usual pang of regret. The Great War had taken so much beauty out of the world; Britannic might be old, but she was infinitely more elegant than the modern liners with their shiny steel and newfangled plastic.

      The doors opened, and they stepped into the wood-paneled cubicle. As James had suspected, the steward did not punch the button for deck seven, which would take them to the Purser’s office. Instead, he inserted a key into the panel, unlocking access to the restricted floors, and hit the button for deck one.

      “The Captain wants to see me, then?” James said. Deck one would take them to the bridge.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You will… be discreet about this, I am sure,” James suggested.

      “Yes sir. The captain was… very clear about that.”

      “Good.”

      The elevator doors opened out into the ship’s operations center—a glorified name for a space where the ship’s officers could congregate, drink tea, and complain. To port and starboard, doors led off into other compartments. Forward was the armored hatchway that gave access to the bridge. The heavy door was propped open with what looked like the brass helmet from an old Victorian spacesuit.

      A large table with a battered Formica top stood in the middle of the space, its surface littered with dozens of photographs and several half-drunk mugs of tea. Three men and a woman, wearing blue uniforms in various states of disorder, stood hunched over the documents. They were all, of course, serving members of the navy—the Brightside incident in ‘02 had proven the folly of allowing any ship with a Raphson field to operate under civilian control. James recognised the oldest as Captain Patel. The grizzled Indian glanced up and strode swiftly forward to greet his guest.

      “Commander Gleeson,” he said. “I am pleased to meet you.”

      James winced. Patel obviously knew exactly who he was, although how he had found out was another question. As captain of the Britannic, his authority was paramount, so there was nothing James could do to stop the man bandying about his real name and rank. But, all the same, he wished he wouldn’t.

      “I understand your concern for your own mission,” continued the captain, “which is why I have sent the ratings up to the wardroom. But we need your help. And my team here is, I think, as small as we can make it. So please excuse our indiscretion.”

      “Fair enough, Captain. Fair enough,” said James with resignation. “I suppose you had better tell me what it is you need my help with.”

      “Thank you, Commander,” Patel responded. He gestured towards the only woman at the table, and added, “My astrogator, Lieutenant Gilson, will explain.”

      Gilson was a fair woman with hair that was going prematurely grey. She had dark rings under her eyes, and spent a moment gathering her wits before she spoke in the manner of someone who was running on far too little sleep.

      “Well, it’s simple, really,” she said eventually. “Yesterday we picked up an odd radar return. Thought it might be a new Apollo-type asteroid at first. But no. The frequency shift shows it plainly. That thing out there has a Raphson field. It’s a ship, and from the size of the return, a big one.”

      “Yes, I think I saw it from the Promenade deck. The bright object transiting Virgo?”

      “You did? Well, that's a start. Anyway, we’re still in radio range of Deimos, so we called back to find out who it might be. But they say they are sure that nothing else has left Mars - and what else would have any business being in that orbit?”

      “Fair question. You think it’s Russian?”

      “Well, we did. But you know, they might have taken Britannic’s weapons when they decommissioned her as a troop-ship, but we still have a decent set of instruments. Our telescope is as good as any in the fleet, and can be slaved to track a radar ping. So we took some photographs.”

      She pushed one forward across the tabletop.

      “Look yourself,” she said.

      The black-and-white photograph showed the pinpricks of several stars and an oval blob about the size of a pea in the center. Also on the table was a large, square magnifying glass on a box-like mount. He pulled it towards him and then paused.

      “Captain, might I trouble you for a clean saucer?”

      “Of course. Lieutenant Summers?”

      The youngest man at the table nodded and fetched a saucer from the stack by the tea urn in the corner. He handed it over, brown eyes brimming with curiosity beneath a fringe of unruly blonde hair.

      James took off his spectacles, and with some care removed his contact lenses and placed them in the saucer. The others looked on with some amazement; he supposed that someday contact lenses might replace glasses, but for now the lenses were too expensive to be commercial. Their use seemed to be confined to the secret service.

      He blinked. His eyes were now restored to their customary blue. He wondered fleetingly how Cordelia would react if she saw them.

      “Sorry,” he said as he slid the proffered photo under the magnifier. “The contact lenses sort of cancel out the glasses, but… it’s not perfect. I see tolerably with both, but better with neither. Especially up close.”

      The pea-sized blob resolved itself into what was clearly a spacecraft of some kind. It was long and cylindrical, and had a look that was almost… streamlined. That made absolutely no sense.

      “Is it one of ours?” asked the captain hopefully. James frowned. He supposed it was only natural for them to assume he, as a card-carrying member of the secret service, would know more than they did about this. In truth, a field agent was the very last person the Naval Research would tell if they actually built one of the experimental ship designs they had been mulling over for years.

      “Well, I can tell you for sure it isn’t Russian. But ours? I doubt it.”

      “I didn’t think so, either,” said the third man at the table, sounding gratified. The smile that played around his lips was a smidgen self-satisfied. He reached across the table to shake James’ hand. “Lieutenant-Commander Bridger. Chief engineer,” he introduced himself.

      “Well, whoever it is,” said Lieutenant Gilson, “we’re going to get a much better view of them. On their current course, they will cut sunward of us. I suspect they mean to intercept.”

      James nodded. The physics of the Raphson field gave a kinetic advantage to the ship approaching from deeper in the gravity well. The maneuver she was describing made perfect sense. He pulled another of the photos under the viewer and studied it intently.

      “These are good images,” he said.

      “Thanks,” said Gilson. “I make sure we buy mil-spec film even though the cheapskates that own this bucket of bolts begrudge every penny. I know what a difference it makes. Worked photoreconnaissance in the war.”

      “Medmenham?” he said absently as he gazed at another photograph. Medmenham had been the principal center for photographic interpretation. He’d been there a couple of times toward the end.

      “No. Whitehall. MI5. Sorry. That’s how I recognised you,” she replied.

      Well, that was one question answered, at least. It was just his luck to have chosen a liner with an officer who was ex-MI5. And as sharp as a tack, to boot.

      He tapped one photo with his finger.

      “This one seems to show markings of some kind along the top. Do we have a better shot of that?” The rotation of the spacecraft would bring them naturally into view.

      “No,” said Gilson.

      “That’s just it,” said Bridger. “That ship isn’t rotating. Well, it is. Just slowly. Not fast enough to generate any meaningful spin gravity, for sure.”

      “We’re developing another set of photos now,” interjected the Astrogator. “We should have a good view of those markings. If we timed the exposures right.”

      “Good,” said James. His eyes returned to the cigar-shaped ship in the viewer's lens. “I have heard,” he mused, “of ship designs that use multiple Raphson generators to create a g-field along the ship’s main axis. As an alternative to spinning. The advantage being that the g-field can be tweaked to offset acceleration. So, for example, you could accelerate at ten gees and the passengers would only feel one.”

      “That’s absurd,” said the engineer. “I mean, yes, it’s theoretically possible, but nobody has a drive that can produce anything like ten gees. The fuel requirements alone would be preposterous.”

      “And yet,” replied James, “of the various unlikely theories I can think of as to why that ship might be designed the way it is… a high-G maneuvering capability seems the least improbable.”

      Bridger looked like he might argue, but was forestalled by the captain.

      “Let us hope,” said Patel, “that when we can finally see what is there, we find a big, friendly Union Jack. How long, Jane, will the new photos take to develop?”

      Gilson glanced at her watch.

      “They should be ready now, actually. I’ll go chase them up, if I may?”

      “Of course,” said the captain. “And in the meantime… tea?”

      

      When the lieutenant returned, a brown cardboard folder clutched in her hand, James was dunking a chocolate digestive into a mug of tea strong enough to tarmac a road with. While champagne and caviar were nice, there was something to be said for the simpler things in life.

      She opened the folder and fanned the contents out over the table.

      All four men reached forward at once to grab the enlarger. Cocking his head, James gestured ‘after you’ to Captain Patel.

      “No, no,” said the Indian. “Please. You are our expert. I hope.”

      James pulled the glass towards him and slid one of the new photographs underneath it.

      “Well, it’s not a Union Jack,” he said aloud. It was an odd symbol: a white circle on a red background, on which was painted a strange, crooked black cross. He recognised the cross as a common symbol in several Indian traditions.

      “Captain. Take a look. You might be able to make more sense of this than I can,” James said, pushing the enlarger across the table.

      Patel crouched down over the magnifier. After no more than a second, he looked up,  incredulous.

      “What in God’s name is Swastika doing, painted on the side of a spaceship?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            ECHOES OF THE PAST

          

        

      

    

    
      James found Cordelia sitting on the quieter side of the ballroom, at a table with Countess Barclay’s party. That was unfortunate. His brown contact lenses and spectacles were back in place, but he knew he would struggle to keep up Bradford’s usual banter while his mind was still puzzling over the strange spacecraft. If he sat down with the countess, he would be expected not just to talk, but to perform.

      He snagged an empty chair from a nearby table and inserted himself in between Cordelia and a dinner-jacketed Ingenu who’d been trying so hard to attract her attention that James could only suspect that he had grievously underestimated her age.

      The glance Cordelia gave him was tinged with gratitude.

      “Ah, Bradford,” said Countess Barclay, “Where have you been hiding? You’ve been missing… well, I won’t say a great party. But an acceptable one.”

      “Acceptable, Lady Barclay? That is a high compliment, coming from you,” he sallied. The smile on his face came harder than usual. The blackmail ring run by this seemingly harmless socialite had caused more than one suicide.

      “Hah!” responded the older woman. “Are you playing pot, or kettle, tonight, James? What was it I heard you calling the band earlier? Robotic?”

      “I call it how I see it, Countess. They play the same songs the same way every night, without feeling. Repetition has drained the joy from their performance,” he said. Then, more quietly, he added an aside to Cordelia. “Perhaps, I know how they feel.”

      The conversation bounced back and forth across the table in a similar vein for several minutes until finally the band began to play a slow tune.

      “Miss St John,” James said formally. “Would you care to dance?”

      “Of course,” she said, looking ‌surprised. As Bradford, James had always made a point of how much he detested dancing.

      They threaded their way through the clutter of tables to the dance floor. James took Cordelia in his arms, and they began to move to the music. It felt natural, in a way that he had not expected. Although he had never truly objected to a good dance, war and the demands of the service meant that he was sorely out of practice. Cordelia, however, was a wonderful partner. It did not feel as if she was leading… and yet she knew the steps better than he, and somehow showed him the way.

      “I am sorry, Cordelia,” he murmured in her ear. “I have been lying to you.”

      “Really, James?” she responded. “As you yourself might say… I am shocked.”

      He had to laugh. She’d done a perfect imitation of Bradford’s light-hearted sarcasm.

      “Touché, my dear,” he said with a similar lack of seriousness. But then he dropped his voice and added, “But all the same… I have lied to you.”

      Her steps seemed to falter. For one tiny, blazing moment, he considered telling her everything. But long habit quashed the impulse, and he said,

      “You see, I’m not completely useless. In fact… I have a profession.” He said it as if admitting a secret and unsavory fetish. “I am actually something of an expert in photogrammetry… I’m sorry. I can’t help it. It’s just a filthy habit I picked up during the war.”

      It was Cordelia’s turn to laugh out loud.

      “Lord. I thought you were about to tell me you are a secret agent or something.”

      He hoped she didn’t notice the slight faltering in his steps.

      “God forbid,” he said with feeling. “But that business with the purser. It was a little white lie. Lieutenant Gilson, the ship’s astrogator, is an old chum from my navy days. The truth is, she asked for my help with an imaging problem in one of the ship’s telescope arrays. And… Well, let’s just say that the fee would be substantial, and despite appearances, I am not so flush with cash that I would dare turn it down.”

      He looked down into her eyes and gave the roguish grin that came easily to him in either persona.

      “You see,” he continued. “I am trusting you with my reputation. If it comes out that I work for a living, I will be barred at Beecham’s.” Beecham’s club had a salacious reputation and was frequented by exactly the kind of useless drone Bradford was supposed to be. “So please… let’s keep this from the ears of Lady Barclay. That woman is the worst gossip. I will be spending most of my time on the engineering decks for the next couple of days. I might have to say I’ve come down with the Marineris ‘flu or something.”

      “So why are you telling me all this?”

      “Because I was hoping to spend the next couple of days getting to know you, Cordelia. And if I’m going to apply for… what is it you Americans call it? A rain check, I think I owe you a modicum of truth.”

      And that is just what he had given her, he reflected. If the almost-true story he had spun did reach the ears of Lady Barclay, it would do no harm to his mission. The faint whiff of financial distress would only perk her interest in Bradford. On the other hand, if the countess did not hear about it… well, he would learn something about Cordelia.

      When the tempo of the music slowed, and she momentarily rested her head on his shoulder, he felt like an absolute cad.

      

      The four hours since James last stepped into the operations center had brought the interloper close enough to make a magnifying lens unnecessary. The latest sheaf of photos scattered over the conference table showed the cigar-shaped cruiser in perfect detail.

      “I still don’t get why anyone would streamline a spacecraft.” said Lieutenant-Commander Bridger, almost petulantly. “They must be insane.”

      It was true. The spacecraft was streamlined. James had argued at first that it might just be built that way to accommodate the geometry of their Raphson field, but he had to admit that he was wrong. On the fresh set of photographs, several gun turrets, an observation blister, and something he thought was probably a radar dome were clearly visible. All were vaguely teardrop-shaped. There was no quirk of field geometry that would make that necessary.

      Lieutenant Gilson, who had been sitting still with her eyes closed for long enough that James had begun to wonder if she had fallen asleep, suddenly looked up and slammed her palms against the cracked formica tabletop.

      “I’ve got it!” she said, pulling a pad of paper towards her. “Look.”

      She wrote out a long formula that was familiar to every spacer: the Raphson lift equation. It showed the Raphson potential required to counteract gravity, given a whole set of environmental factors. She circled one term at the end multiple times so that it was surrounded by a thick halo of ink, then held the result up for inspection.

      It was one of the fiddly bugger factors: balloon buoyancy. A Raphson field strong enough to lift any meaningful weight against gravity would also expel all the air from the volume within it; thus there was a comparatively tiny additional amount of lift. If you wanted to keep your spacecraft at a steady height in an atmosphere, you had to account for it. An absolute egghead might check the local atmospheric pressure and density, then set the field strength accordingly. Most normal pilots would just ignore it, check the ground radar return, and tweak the dials until the ship was steady.

      “What?” said Bridger impatiently. “That term is negligible… always.”

      “But what if it wasn’t,” said Gilson excitedly. “Yes, it’s negligible on Earth, and Mars, and… well, I suppose Titan. But… on Venus? Jupiter? If atmospheric pressure were thousands of times greater… the balloon buoyancy would be significant. You’d have to

      reduce your field strength to compensate. And as you reduce the field strength, you let a little atmosphere back in. Enough, maybe, that you’d want to streamline your ship for in-atmosphere operation.”

      James nodded vigorously. “I think you’re right. Let’s assume they are from Venus.”

      “Why Venus?” Gilson shot back. Her tone wasn’t argumentative, but interested.

      “Jupiter… it’s just too far. Certainly for pre-war life-support tech. And judging by the look of that thing… wherever they come from, they’ve been there a while. So if we’re talking about some hidden colony… It has to be Venus, really.”

      “You’re assuming it is a colony?”

      Jim snorted. Aliens were real science fiction. But to make his point, he scooted one of the photos out from the pile on the table and tapped on the image.

      “I don’t think little green men from Jupiter would be naming their ship after the Iron Chancellor, do you?”

      The ten foot tall letters on the side of the ship were a little blurry. But they clearly spelled Bismarck.
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      Condensation trickled down the floor-to-ceiling pane of armored glass that formed part of the bridge’s main window. It was as if the Britannic herself was sweating. Similar panes stretched along the entire forward side of the compartment; several crewmembers stood at workstations lined up along its length.

      “Well,” said Captain Patel, “I guess that’s it.” He stood at the central console, slightly raised above the level of the other members of the bridge crew. The wood veneer on the control panel’s surface had seen better days, although it was still kept smartly polished.

      James nodded in agreement. They had cranked the ship’s Raphson field up to its maximum and burned through almost their entire reserve of reaction mass, but their frantic maneuvering had come to nothing. The Bismark had kept pace with ease.

      He gripped the brass railing that ran at waist height across the window. He knew better than to touch his sweaty forehead against the space-chilled glass; nobody would appreciate a greasy mark. The slight inward slope of the window nonetheless gave him room to lean forward. He looked down at the blackness beneath, then at the proud length of the Britannic stretching above, and racked his brains for a solution. Far forward on the ship’s engineering hull, a boxy rack of grey tubes rotated into view. They were torpedo launchers, installed during the war, but now empty. Useless.

      A piece of the puzzle clicked into place.

      “He doesn’t know our tubes are empty,” said James. “That’s why he’s playing this so cautiously.”

      “You’re probably right,” said Patel. “But… it’s moot now, isn't it?”

      The captain might have said more, but Lieutenant Gilson interrupted. She was standing by the complex chrome and brass apparatus that was the ship’s main orrery and navigation computer, a pair of heavy binoculars jammed to her eyes as she gazed out of the window.

      “I caught a flash. I think they’ve opened fire,” she said urgently. “Looks like a single shot.”

      “A warning shot, then,” said the Captain. “I don’t care how much better their gunnery might be than ours, nobody could expect a hit at this range. Call the radar room and see if you can get a Doppler on it.” Then, switching his gaze to another crewman, he commanded, “Sound the depressurization alert.”

      Gilson lowered her binoculars and moved over to the intercom handset that hung from the wall of the bridge by the door; the Captain meanwhile lifted a similar handset from the niche in his own command console and flipped the switch which connected him to the radio room. From where he was standing, James caught confusing snippets of both conversations.

      “Yes, Mr. Ross, calm down, we are in no danger yet. I need a Doppler reading on that projectile…”

      “Can you raise Deimos? …Well send it anyway. Yes. Britannic fired on by unknown vessel. They may hear us even if we can’t hear them…”

      “You should still be able to get a ping on it… God dammit, that’s what tracking mode is for!”

      “All ears out, please. And if you get anything on Channel 16, please relay it here. Immediately.”

      The astrogator’s conversation ended first. She hung up, then waited for the Captain to finish with the radio operator.

      “Eight miles per second, sir,” she said crisply. “Plus some small change.”

      While not as high as James had expected, it was enough. The Bismarck’s shells, accelerated by her own Raphson field, would plunge through Brittanic's as if it wasn’t there. The ship’s unarmored hull would not withstand even a single hit.

      “Strike the field,” Captain Patel commanded. There was no hesitation in his voice, but James could see the concern in his eyes. It was a hellish decision to make. Striking a ship’s Raphson field was the universal sign of surrender, but it left them defenseless and all but unable to maneuver.

      The rating responsible for such things rotated the brass field control lever down to its lowest setting; up in the reactor room, the crew would read the repeater dial and start the procedure for crash-dumping the field. James covered his eyes; the star field beyond the viewport suddenly blazed with light as the ship’s excess gravitational potential was converted into electromagnetic energy at the field’s outer edge. He hoped Cordelia was not stargazing. People had been blinded by the flash of a collapsing Raphson field.

      A red light began to flash on the captain’s console. Patel toggled a switch, and a speaker crackled into life, catching the tail end of a conversation in precise, German-accented English.

      “...of the Imperial Venusian Space Service. Please put me through to your captain.”

      “This is Captain Patel.”

      “Ah. Captain. Complements from Konteradmiral von Holtzendorf on your wise decision to surrender. I will arrange for you to speak directly with him in one moment. For now, please remain as you are.”

      The captain flipped another switch and turned to face James.

      “Von Holtzendorf? Wasn’t there an Alliance admiral by that name?”

      “Yes,” said James after a moment’s reflection. “Before my time, but he went off MI5’s radar after the battle of Paris. This can’t be him though. He was in his sixties even back then. No way he’s still alive.”

      “So… A relative, perhaps?”

      “I’d guess so. It actually… almost makes sense. The Alliance leadership was pretty militaristic even before the war. If they set up a colony on Venus, they absolutely would have picked a senior admiral to lead it…”

      The speaker made the muffled thumps and bumps of someone handing over a microphone at the far end.

      “This is Konteradmiral Ludwig Von Holtzendorf. You may consider yourself prisoners of the Venusreich.” The accent was heavier than the radio operator’s, and the admiral occasionally stumbled over a word. James guessed he was reading from a prepared script. “We will send over a boarding party. They will be permitted to inspect your ship and interrogate your passengers. If all goes well, the boarding party will depart, and you will be allowed to continue your voyage to Earth. Any resistance or noncompliance will be met with deadly force.”

      There was a fractional pause. Captain Patel opened his mouth to reply, but before he could key the transmit switch, the admiral spoke again.

      “Bismarck, out.”

      The captain looked nonplussed.

      “Not a man much given to negotiation, then,” he said.

      “Why would he be?” said James, a touch bitterly. “He has all the cards.”

      

      As he floated in the embarkation hall beside the Britannic’s main passenger airlock, James Gleeson pulled nervously at the too-short sleeves of a steward’s uniform, and hoped that this improvised stunt would be worth the grief. Captain Patel had wanted him on the bridge, to give advice as the situation unfolded. James had thought—still thought—that the best use of his skills was to get as close as possible to the enemy. His spoken German might be a little rusty, but he still understood the language perfectly well. Their argument had grown quite heated before the captain finally gave way.

      Thus, James waited with a small party of crewmen and an extremely nervous-looking junior lieutenant for the Venusian boarding party to arrive. Even though a passenger would rarely see the embarkation hall during any trip, the cylindrical space was elaborately decorated, with gilded, gothic-style rib-work overlaying the plain white walls. The Brittanic’s long-dead designer had plainly believed in the power of a first impression.

      Although the party hung there in silence, a faint electrical hum trilled in the air, no doubt from the motor that kept the docking ring stationary relative to the ship’s endless spin. A heavy thump on the other side of the airlock door, followed by the squeal of shock-absorbers, announced the arrival of the Venusian launch. Lieutenant Chamoun adjusted his black silk tie for what had to be the hundredth time.

      After a long moment, the light beside the airlock door changed color from red to green, indicating that there was air pressure on the other side. Chamoun nodded to one of the ratings, who pushed gently off one of the golden ribs and bounced over to the wheel which would unlock the hatch. With a solid chunk, the seals released, and the door swung open.

      Two men wearing dark blue uniforms and carrying light flechette guns floated through the hatchway. James recognized the uniforms as similar to those the Kriegsmarine had worn in the last war, except for the strange eagle-and-swastika emblem that was displayed prominently on the left breast. The soldiers both wore breathing masks over their mouths and noses, connected to gas bottles slung over their backs. That was doubly strange, since such masks would be no good in a vacuum.

      One of them unclipped the mask, sniffed, and then inhaled deeply.

      “Sicher,” he said. Safe. Were they used to boarding ships with a toxic atmosphere?

      The second soldier removed his own mask, and James was instantly struck by the fact that the two men had the same pale skin, grey eyes, and wispy blonde hair. They could have been twins, except that one was obviously several years older than the other.

      The soldiers moved to either side of the hatch, allowing James to see further into the crowded airlock chamber. A very young man in a Lieutenant’s uniform was pushing his way along the wall past several more soldiers. He was followed by an older man in a black uniform that James did not recognise.

      “Was ist das ... Dekadenz?” said the younger Venusian as he looked around the embarkation hall. James wasn’t a fan of the decor either, but calling it decadent seemed excessive.

      “Denk daran, dies ist kein Militärschiff,” said the other. This is not a military ship. Damned right, thought James. I hope you remember that. He focused his mind and tried to ‌switch to thinking in German.

      Lieutenant Chamoun meanwhile was drifting forward. The magnetic clips on the soles of his shoes made a series of clicks as he latched onto the wall. Standing straight, he leant forward and held out his hand to the Venusian lieutenant.

      “Welcome on board the Brittanic,” he said. His German accent was horrible.

      The Venusian recoiled as if Chamoun’s hand was dipped in shit.

      “They sent an untermensch to greet us?”

      “Remember, Viktor, the British are quite liberal with their subject races. I am sure there was no insult intended,” said the man in the black uniform, moving to shake Chamoun’s hand himself. “I am Hauptsturmfuhrer Otto Reiner of the Protection Squadron,” he continued, switching to English that was all but unaccented. “Pleased to meet you, Lieutenant…?”

      “Chamoun. Wissam Chamoun,” said the Brittanic’s officer, weakly.

      James did not know him well, but the Chamoun family was a proud political dynasty in the Levant. He hoped the lieutenant had not understood the German part of the conversation, or otherwise had the nerve to ignore the grievous insult and conduct this business without letting his temper flare.

      “Good,” said Reiner. “Let us continue with these pleasantries someplace where our feet will stick to the deck. Please, Lieutenant Chamoun, lead on.”

      The junior officer led the way towards the circular entryway at the far end of the embarkation hall, which gave access to the elevator lobby. James resolved to follow up behind. His plan was to eavesdrop on the Venusian marines, as his experience was that while a common grunt usually knew less than the officers, they also talked more freely. He was disappointed,in that these men seemed unusually disciplined.

      As he watched the squad of twelve form up to follow their leaders, however, he was struck again by how very similar they all were. Hair was either a wispy white-blonde or curlier and honey-colored. Eyes were blue or light grey. It was difficult to judge heights in null gravity, but they were all the same heavy-boned build. He could swear that amongst the twelve was a pair of twins, a set of triplets, and, against all probability, a group of identical quads.

      There was something very strange going on. And it looked as if it would be his job to find the answers.
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      All it took to break the Venusian soldiers’ discipline was a pretty blonde stewardess in a skirt cut a few inches higher than the letter of the regulations allowed.

      They were in the first-class smoking lounge, a space Lieutenant Chamoun had clearly thought amenable to the ongoing discussion with the Venusians. It was empty of its usual crowd, since the depressurization alert had confined the passengers to their cabins. The officers had taken comfortable chairs surrounding a low table, while the marines had spread out around the walls of the room, standing at parade rest.

      Chamoun called for coffee. James listened with half an ear as Hauptsturmfuhrer Reiner presented a list of demands. When the stewardess arrived bearing a coffee service on a silver tray, he immediately noticed a stirring amongst the marines.

      “She is neither untermench nor freigeboren. Fair game for a Klonsoldat, no?” whispered one to his neighbor by the door. Subhuman and freeborn James understood, but Klonsoldat was an unfamiliar word.

      “She would make a fine barracks whore,” replied the other. “Why don’t you ask Reiner if we can take her back with us?”

      At the mention of Reiner’s name, the first speaker’s face fell back into its habitual blankness, but the predatory spark in his eyes persisted as he gazed at the stewardess. James saw the same hungry look echoed on faces all around the wall.

      The young Venusian lieutenant had been sitting back, arms folded, as if even talking to Chamoun was beneath him. However, he noticed the stir that the stewardess had created amongst his men, and he abruptly barked, “Augen gerade—aus!” loudly enough to startle the poor woman into fumbling the cafetiere as she was placing it back down on the tray.

      The effect on the marines was even more extreme. They all snapped to attention, their heads and eyes locked rigidly forward. James surreptitiously examined the closest. There was perspiration beading on his forehead just below the hairline. The instant, sweating obedience of these burly, apparently hard-bitten men to the command of such a young and junior officer did not sit right with him. His impression was that, whatever social order existed in this unknown colony on Venus, he did not like it very much.

      Reiner demanded a copy of the Brittanic’s passenger manifest. It was delivered to the table, notably not by the pretty stewardess, but by a petty officer who was built like a fireplug and whose deeply lined face radiated a profound don’t-fuck-with-me vibe. James wouldn’t have blamed the stewardess for needing to take a shower after the looks she’d gotten from the Venusian marines.

      The Hauptsturmfuhrer took a small silver pencil from the inside pocket of his uniform jacket and flicked through the manifest, ticking off names. When Chamoun tried to speak to him, he held up his hand, demanding silence while he worked.

      “These are the people we wish to see,” said Reiner eventually, handing the manifest back to the lieutenant. “I think… I think you will bring them here, no? It is comfortable enough.”

      It sounded like a request, but there was something in the way the Venusian broke eye contact before he finished speaking that showed he expected immediate obedience.

      James stepped forward, deciding that it was time he took a hand in things.

      “I can see to that, sir,” he said.

      Chamoun’s face betrayed only a flicker of irritation at having his decision pre-empted. But James’ steward's uniform made him the logical person to choose when it came to wrangling passengers. He handed over the manifest with a nod.

      As soon as he was out of the smoking lounge, James stopped and flicked through the document. Reiner, it seemed, had marked the names of almost everybody with a central European or Scandinavian-looking surname. There was one notable exception. Countess Barclay had been given an extra-large tick.

      He found an intercom handset at the gilded podium of an empty steward’s station and got himself put through to Captain Patel. He gave a quick situation report, before adding reluctantly, “Look, Captain. Chamoun might have been a bad choice as liaison. It’s not his fault at all but… these guys are racist. It’s like they’ve taken everything that was bad about the Empire pre-war, and made it worse. And, well, they’re creepy as hell around women. Might be an idea to keep female crewmembers away from them.”

      “Yes, Commander. We already got that report from PO Hartness. But I have faith in Lieutenant Chamoun. He is not unused to dealing with racism. None of us are.”

      James hung up, feeling that maybe the captain had missed the point. Yes, there was still racial discrimination in the British Empire, although he thanked God forty years of war had burned most of that nonsense out of the military. But organised, legally codified racism… that was a thing of the past. But not, he strongly suspected, on Venus.

      As he ascended to the second-class accommodation deck in search of the first two names on Reiner’s list - a Mr. Altmann and a Mr. & Mrs. Amundsen, James wondered how he was going to deal with Countess Barclay, who would be next. The old woman would be suspicious to see him in a steward’s uniform. Could the cover story he’d already given Cordelia be stretched to cover it? He wasn’t sure. But, in the grand scheme of things, the countess’ little extortion-and-espionage ring was a minor threat compared to an entire German-speaking colony which had, apparently, been able to build a battleship. His priority could no longer be to shadow the countess. If she had her suspicious, so be it.

      The second-class corridors were narrower than those on the lower floors; The feeling of too many rooms crammed into too small a space, the over-bright carpet, and above all the smell of cheap paint reminded James powerfully of a downmarket London hotel. The illusion was only spoiled by the way the floors of the lateral corridors curved upward, giving the impression that one was always walking uphill.

      The manifest listed cabin numbers for each passenger, so finding Mr. Altman’s cabin merely required following the numbers listed on the little wooden plaques tacked to the walls. His progress was checked only by various emergency doors, which would have slid automatically shut when the captain sounded the depressurization alert. They opened at the touch of a button, but the hydraulic actuators were annoyingly slow.

      He rapped on Altman’s door, his knuckles booming unnecessarily loudly on the thin sandwich of wood and aluminium. It opened so quickly the pressure-seals squeaked, revealing a tall, heavyset man whose features hinted at a West African heritage.

      “Can you tell me how much longer this alert will continue?” the man said, his tone deeply discontented. “I will not stay locked in my room for much longer.”

      James was momentarily taken aback. The man’s accent placed him as from the Lakes region of the United States; it was a good bet his family was amongst the many who had fled north after the secession of the Confederacy. Whether they had acquired the surname Altman from an enslaved ancestor or more auspiciously through marriage hardly mattered. James couldn’t help but wonder how the Hauptsturmfuhrer would react.

      At the same time he was processing the man’s appearance, James had to come to terms with the abrupt way he was speaking. He’d not yet had time to really sink into the persona of a steward; he was still thinking like the wealthy idiot James Bradford was supposed to be, and being yelled at by a second class passenger was not something that sat well with a man of his privileged background.

      It only took a moment for James to cudgel his brain into making an appropriate response.

      “I’m afraid, sir, the situation is not altogether… what you might call under control. Not our control, at least,” he said meekly, giving his voice a faint whiff of the London docks. “But if you will come with me, I promise someone will explain our situation more fully. And, well, sir, it’s a chance to stretch your legs, isn’t it?”

      Apparently mollified, Altman stepped through the threshold and closed the door behind him. James’ brief glance into the cabin caused a small pang of sympathy for the man’s ill temper. Even though his travel chest was stowed on the unused top bunk, there was a pitiful amount of floor space, and most of that was taken up by a small table and a chair that was surely too small to be of much use to a man of Altman’s bulk.

      Sofie and Henrik Amundsen turned out to be a young couple of prototypically Scandinavian appearance, although they spoke English with a heavy Martian twang. Sofie Amundsen was a talker; by the time the small party reached the elevator, James had heard more of their life story than he really wanted to know. They intended to honeymoon in the old country before returning to their home in the Marineris colony. He wished them luck with that; it would be midwinter in Norway by the time the Britannic arrived at High Gibraltar.

      Her chatter began to irritate him as they rode the elevator downward. It was time to deal with the Countess, and he needed to think. In his steward persona, he had to be polite, which unfortunately meant at least pretending to pay attention to the passengers he was supposed to be looking after. Sofie’s prattle was a distraction he could ill afford.

      As they rounded a corner, a flash of color in the hallway approaching ‌Lady Barclay’s suite caught his eye. Somebody had just ducked into a side-passage. Someone wearing a flowing dress that definitely wasn’t part of any crew uniform.

      “Wait here,” he said to his charges. “I won’t be a moment.”

      He jogged forward, following the swirl of skirt, and saw a lithely feminine figure waiting with obvious impatience for the next emergency door down the passageway to open. The cascade of red hair was unmistakable. It was Miss St. John.

      “Cordelia!” he said, not quite shouting. “Stop! What are you doing out of your cabin?”

      She stopped and twirled about to face him.

      “James?” she said incredulously. “What are you doing in a steward’s uniform? And what is going on? Why is there an obviously military gig tied up against the forward docking port?”

      Well, that answered one question. Cordelia had snuck out to the observation deck. It must have taken considerable ingenuity for her to avoid the crewmen who were stationed about the place.

      “Oh this?” he said, brushing the backs of his fingers against the gaudy rings on the sleeve of his steward’s uniform. “Let’s just say… my service to the Empire is more… extensive than I pretended. As for the rest… Cordelia, trust me on this. It’s dangerous for you to be out here. Go back to your cabin. I will come and find you when I can, and tell you what I know. I promise.”

      She looked at him speculatively.

      “You’d better,” she said, before darting through the emergency door, which had finally hauled itself open.

      He watched her as the door slid slowly shut behind her, and cursed as he realised that her shapely figure was making him think entirely the wrong thoughts. He needed to focus less on those curves, and more on the question of just why an alleged civilian academic had felt it necessary to ignore the lockdown and sneak around the ship.

      Had he just revealed himself to a Confederate agent?
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      Lady Barclay’s suite was one of the larger ones and therefore merited its own set of emergency doors. James waited impatiently for them to retract, revealing the embossed Art Nouveau elegance of the suite’s entrance behind them. He knocked. The solidity of the wooden panel was a stark contrast to the feel of Altman’s door on the deck above.

      The Countess’ butler, Paul Hester, opened one side of the double door and beckoned him inward. James stepped forward, gesturing for Altman and the two Amundsens to stay in the hallway.

      He was familiar with the suite’s lounge from the cocktail party her ladyship had thrown on the first day of their journey. It had felt a little crowded then, but with just Lady Barclay and her butler it seemed empty - almost sterile - in spite of the richness of the blue and gold decoration and the sweeping complexity of the wooden inlay on the floor.

      James nodded to the butler in passing. The man was worthy of respect; Hester was ‌not his real name, and although MI5 had not definitively determined the truth of it, he was rumored to be descended from Austro-Hungarian nobility. That in itself was hardly suspicious; many easterners had washed up in London after the final collapse of the triple alliance, and changing one’s name was a natural defence against the inevitable prejudice.

      When a prominent London crime family had gone after Lady Barclay, however, several members of that family had been found floating in the Thames, all killed by a single blow from a long stiletto knife placed directly under the sternum and up into the heart. Since that precise and clinical method of murder was almost a trademark of the defunct Royal Hungarian Secret Service, a connection had been drawn.

      The countess herself sat, with her skirts spread out over the sofa beside her and a fine porcelain teacup in her hand.

      “Good Lord, Bradford, what are you doing dressed up as a steward?”

      “Well that, your ladyship, is a story. Short version - I was doing some odd jobs as a favor for a friend on the crew, and then when this happened I got sucked in to help. But of course, you don’t know what this is. I… don’t know where to start. Do you speak German?”

      “Of course. My mother was German, as well you know. But what’s that got to do with the price of eggs?”

      “More than you’d think. We have been boarded by the officers of a foreign warship. German-speaking officers. They claim to be from Venus.” He watched the old woman’s face as he let the facts out. There was surprise there, yes, but less disbelief than there should have been. And unless he was mistaken, there was a touch of fear in those shrewd grey eyes.

      “That’s preposterous,” she said, but she was glancing towards Hester for reassurance. James suddenly felt sure that Lady Barclay knew more than she was letting on.

      “Those officers have asked to speak with some of our passengers. Including you. So if you will let me, I will escort you to the smoking lounge where you can meet them.”

      This time James glanced towards Hester. The man’s face was locked into a butler’s perpetual equanimity, but his posture had changed. He no longer stood stiffly to attention. It looked more like a fighter’s loose-limbed crouch.

      “Well, let’s get it over with, then,” said the countess with an air of brisk unconcern. She stood and then spent a little too long fussing with her skirts before she strode towards the door. The butler moved to fall in behind her but she held out her hand to check him.

      “No,” she said. “Hester, stay here. Make sure everything is… tidied up. We may have guests later.”

      

      James caught his charges up on the realities of their situation as he walked with them. A single shot from one of the Bismark’s main guns, he explained, could turn the Britannic into scrap. Failing to comply with their captor’s demands put the lives of every soul on board at risk.

      The stocky petty officer who’d originally delivered the passenger manifest to Reiner was lurking outside the entrance to the smoking lounge and heard the tail-end of James’ explanation.

      “PO Hartness, I presume? I’m… Bradford,” James introduced himself.

      “Bradford, eh? Well, the Captain said to listen to you. So I will.” Hartness said, giving James a measuring look. He didn’t seem all that impressed with what he saw.

      “Well, PO, I’m hoping you will do me a favor and go find the next four names on this list, after Countess Barclay. I ‌need to watch what happens… in there.” James gestured with his head towards the door.

      The PO grunted and took the list. James couldn’t blame him. Although policy was to put Navy officers in charge of every deep space craft, the petty officers and regular crew were all employed directly by the ship’s owners. The traditional tension between the higher decks and the wardroom was all the worse for the distinction. The sight of an officer in a steward’s uniform was an affront to any senior rating’s worldview.

      Hauptsturmfuhrer Reiner stood as James ushered the group into the smoking room, his beady grey eyes first coming to rest on the countess.

      “Ahh… Lady Barclay. Welcome,” he said, somehow making those innocent words sound ‌menacing.

      “And…” his gaze fell on Altman. He looked briefly as if he’d trodden in something unpleasant, before his face returned to its usual blank indifference. “Who are you?”

      “Daniel Altman, sir,” said the heavyset African-American.

      “Really? There is a story there, I think. But no matter. You may go,” said Reiner.

      Altman, however, had other ideas.

      “Now hang on one minute. I have a right to know what is going on here,” he said hotly.

      “No,” said Reiner, clinically. “You don’t.” He gave a small gesture, and two of the marines stepped forward, their hands on their guns. “Please go back to your room. Now.”

      Altman looked for a moment that he might argue but then span on his heel and stalked from the lounge, clearly disgusted. James figured he would find his own way back to his room; if not, there were enough crewmembers scattered around the passenger decks that someone would eventually get him squared away.

      Reiner’s attention turned to the Amundsens. His demeanour could not have been more different; he bid them sit at the table with himself and the two other officers, offered them coffee, and then interrogated them briefly in German before switching to Norwegian when it became apparent that neither of them spoke that language very well.

      James himself spoke barely enough Norwegian to order an Aquavit, so most of the conversation passed him by. Henrik Amundsen looked a little lost and spoke infrequently; his Norwegian was perhaps only slightly better. Sophie, however, was in her element, and Reiner seemed ‌interested in whatever she had to say.

      Bored with this pointless eavesdropping, James’s attention turned back to Lady Barclay. She was clearly furious, and not only at being left out of the conversation. She’d been left standing up. Strangely, though, she was waiting patiently in silence, a move so uncharacteristic that it wiped away his remaining uncertainty on one point. The countess knew something about Venus, or maybe Reiner himself, that was enough to make her deeply wary.

      Reiner finished his conversation with the Amundsens and the couple took their leave with every courtesy observed on both sides. The Venusian officer raised his eyes to Lady Barclay. The smile that ‌played around his lips showed he understood very well how much being made to wait had irritated the countess.

      “Your Ladyship,” he said, patting the cushion next to him on the sofa. “Come sit.”

      She swept forward in a rustle of skirts, and sat in the indicated spot. She was trying to hide it, but James got the distinct impression that she would rather have sat next to a rabid skunk than this soft-spoken man in his black uniform.

      “Hauptsturmfuhrer Reiner,” she said. Her German accent was flawless. “To what do I owe the attention of the S.S.?”

      James puzzled for a second over the abbreviation until he remembered Reiner introducing himself as belonging to the Schutzstaffel, or protection squadron.

      “Oh, Lady Barclay, I think you know very well,” replied Reiner. “I am hoping we can resolve our issue… without unnecessary complication.”

      “Herr Reiner? Are you not going to introduce me to our guest?” the Venusian lieutenant interrupted.

      “Ah yes, I forget myself,” said Reiner. His brow was wrinkled in annoyance, but his voice remained controlled and even. “Lady Barclay, may I introduce you to the true Grand Duke of Mecklenburg, and the count of Neue Germania, in his persona as Oberleutnant Viktor Franz of the Kriegsmarine?”

      The young man actually stood and bowed.

      “And, your highness, this is Lady Emilia Barclay, Countess of Southdale and Freistadt.”

      To stand and curtsey in the narrow space between chair and table would have been absurd; Lady Barclay merely bowed her head and said, “I am delighted to make your acquaintance, highness.”

      “Call me Viktor, please,” said the lieutenant, sitting himself back down and leaning forward. “Tell me, Emelia. Have you been to my fair Schwerin? How does it prosper?”

      Lady Barclay answered, more or less truthfully, that the city was recovering and even had some tidbits to offer on the ongoing work to rebuild the castle. It was as well, James thought, that this self-styled Grand Duke had not asked after Rostock. After the shelling that Hood and Warspite had given it, Mecklenburg’s great port was still little more than a hole in the ground. What interested him, though, was the effortless way that Viktor had asserted his social rank over Reiner, who was his senior in military terms. Plainly these old aristocratic families still held considerable power in Venusian society; and if, like Viktor, they still considered themselves the rightful rulers of large swathes of territory in Europe… that boded ill.

      The conversation went on ‌long enough that James glimpsed PO Hartness and the next batch of interviewees waiting outside the entrance to the lounge before Reiner finally cleared his throat and said, “Oberleutnant Franz, I must insist that we return to business.”

      The young Venusian lieutenant nodded and sat back in his chair.

      “Lady Barclay,” continued Reiner, “These… pleasantries are all very well, but the fact remains that you do have something which belongs to us.”

      The countess seemed less ill at ease after her conversation with the Grand Duke - perhaps the aristocratic chatter had made her feel that she was on familiar ground.

      “Hauptsturmfuhrer Reiner,” she said. “Otto. I’m sorry to say that I have ‌no idea what you are talking about.”

      “Countess,” replied Reiner, his voice flat. “It is to be regretted if his highness's politeness has given you the wrong impression. Your rank will not shield you from the S.S. You have the plans we paid for. Our own agents at the Olympus Shipyards confirmed the theft. You will give them up to us. As you promised.”

      James kept his own face blank, but it was a struggle. There was only one theft Reiner could be referring to. The design of the Mark VI torpedo was considered a military secret of extreme importance, and when one copy of the plans had gone missing it had caused a ruckus in the security services. Countess Barclay’s presence on Mars at the time had been remarked upon, but nobody had seriously thought her organisation was responsible; blackmail, not outright theft, was more her style. The outside chance she might have been involved was one reason James had been sent to tail her.

      “That,” said Lady Barclay, “was before I knew you for what you are. The plans are back in the hands of the British Navy. I will not betray my country to… such as you.”

      She ‌sounded sincere. The words such as you were freighted with loathing. But since James knew very well that the plans had not been safely returned, he could only admire her ladyship’s talent as an actress.

      “Oh, you are being ridiculous,” Reiner said. The venom in the old woman’s voice seemed to have amused him. “You have betrayed your country many times. You are as German as you are English. Some would say that even styling yourself as Lady Barclay instead of the Graffin von Freistadt is a betrayal of your true mother country. Why is this different? We paid. You deliver. ”

      “It is true. I will wade in effluent for money. My husband bequeathed me that. My blonde, blue eyed, toad of a husband. But I will only wade so deep. I will pay you your money back. Every pfennig. I will write you a draft on the Rothschild Bank. Or give you jewels and gold.”

      Reiner leant back and looked steadily at Lady Barclay until the silence became uncomfortable.

      “No,” he said lightly. “I do not believe you. The plans are too valuable, and there are many buyers on Earth who would pay well for them. Oberleutnant Franz, you will detail four of your Klonsoldaten to go with this man, and search Lady Barclay’s quarters.”

      He gestured towards James, who schooled his face into a look of polite uncertainty until Reiner remembered to repeat his orders in English.

      The plot thickens, James thought. He wondered if the Venusian marines - or klonsoldaten, whatever that was - would find the plans. Because he would not let those plans fall into Reiner’s hands, even if that meant risking the lives of everyone on board the Britannic.
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