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Chapter 1

 


The Story
Continues


Chapter 1

Gunnery Chief Shamus Frost

 


“Get these lads clear of their posts! I want this section sealed
off in five minutes!” Gunnery Chief Frost ordered over his
proximity radio. The gunnery deck of the Triton was a disaster. He listened to
the frantic chatter of his deck crew as he inspected the heat
damage that had warped the outer hull and seized several of the
large overhead turrets in position. The larger, three-metre tall
loader suits were working to pry gunners from their seats and
remove one-tonne cartridges from the railgun emplacements before
real repairs could begin. Their work worsened the combat damage,
but there was no other way to get the gunnery crews
free.

Past them, Shamus could see
the light twisting energy wall of the wormhole the
Triton had used to escape
the Ossimi Asteroid Ring. The damage they sustained to the aft
dorsal section of the ship during their getaway was devastating.
The Caran Enterprises battlecruisers had used broad particle beam
pulses to superheat the hull of the Triton. Super cooled, high velocity
rounds weren’t far behind, and the Gunnery Chief couldn’t remember
being more frightened. Watching the outer armour of the transparent
hull crack and shatter centimetre by centimetre was surreal. He put
the memory aside, knowing that it would return once things quieted
down, when he was trying to relax. His people were at incredible
risk while they worked beneath the fatigued section of hull; they
needed every bit of his attention. “How many gunnery positions do
we have left, Hunsler?”

“Thirty nine 280 millimetre turrets and
three 450 millimetre guns. I’m trying to get two more 450’s back
online, they only fried targeting systems. We have spare modules in
storage.”

“Good, get ‘em running,” Frost
instructed as he limped out of a loading suit’s way. Its plain,
grey and blue armour plating and heavy gait made anyone think twice
about standing near it.

“Are we expecting more
trouble?”

“Never know. Captain’s still out there
somewhere, so we could be going back in it if we have to save his
arse.” Frost looked through the transparent hull above him as the
repair crews rushed around, trying to get ammunition secured and
the injured into express cars so they could get to medical. Only
two of his team had been killed, and ammunition explosions or
direct heat had burned fewer than two-dozen.

Something caught his eye as he watched
one of his gunners emerge from a turret capsule. He could see three
lights growing in the distorted field of stars; there was something
very wrong with how they were moving. The points were growing too
quickly.

Chief Frost looked down the length of
the massive main gunnery deck ceiling. It wasn’t just the aft
section that was busy with repairs and other operations. The whole
deck was running full steam, dozens of loader suits securing
ammunition and helping with repairs. Mechanics climbed into the big
four-barrelled, ceiling mounted railgun turrets, gunners were being
replaced or just getting out so they could stretch or help on deck.
The controlled chaos was thanks to weeks of practice in simulations
and live exercises. They’d had some seasoning thanks to a few
encounters, but nothing that compared with the close call they had
just seen.

He looked back up to the
three points of light and realized with alarm that they had grown
brighter. I don’t care if I look like a
panicky rookie, something’s not right and I’m marking them so
tactical gets a good scan, Frost thought as
he selected the three points and suggested them as targets in the
system.

He hoped he was wrong, that it was just
some odd refraction through the wormhole wall, but he knew better.
The most damaged section of hull in the centre was a weak spot that
would leave everyone vulnerable until it was sealed off. When their
work was done, the gunnery deck would be split in two parts that
were each hundreds of square meters. Lieutenant Hunsler, the night
Gunnery Deck commander, would take charge of the aft section, while
Frost would manage the larger forward segment.

That had been more like the
stories his father and grandfather told him about serving aboard
large destroyers. Men and women all doing the best they could,
standing valiantly at their posts and running the guns. Grist for
the mill, his grandfather said they were called. The decks he
served on were nothing like the Triton’s. His grandfather’s time in
the military was served aboard the long hulled Crossbow destroyers,
eventually commanding the port side gunnery decks, where three
levels of turrets were crammed along the side of the ship shoulder
to shoulder, one above the other. He’d seen one of the ships on a
family tour with his father and remembered staring in awe at the
raw mechanics of it, the sheer potential firepower.

He felt a tingle of the same awe
whenever he took a moment to look up at the ceiling of the main
gunnery deck at the ninety-eight gunnery pods at his command. Not
even the burning of his shin stump could diminish that feeling.
He’d lost his foot and most of his shin weeks before when an Eden
Fleet boarding robot, a silver killer, had drilled through the
hull. He’d stepped forward to face it in a loader suit and was
rewarded with a sound beating. The memory of the limb being cut
straight through still made him cringe, though he’d never admit it,
especially not to Stephanie.

Chief Frost returned his
attention to the puzzling flares above them. Triton tactical hadn’t analysed them
yet. To his surprise, they had grown even more. He realized he was
looking almost dead aft and did some quick calculations in his
head, staring at the three points unwaveringly. He came to an
alarming conclusion and opened a channel to everyone on the deck.
“Abandon the aft-most compartment! We’re sealing it
now!”

Before his eyes, the wavering image of
three light flares became the outlines of three ships and Frost
turned to run, knowing it was too late. With a thunderous
explosion, the ship shuddered. The deck disappeared from beneath
his feet. The ship had shaken so hard the artificial gravity
failed. “Brace and secure!” he shouted, looking around for
something to clip his safety line to. There was nothing in
reach.

Through the transparent hull he could
see the stars spinning madly; the entire ship was out of control
and he was turning slightly out of sync with the deck. He knew he’d
have a lot of gunnery personnel sicking up in their suits and hoped
they could let the interior waste disposal systems work while they
pushed through the discomfort.

Strange thought to be
having while I’m spinning four metres above the deck. Worrying
about how the suits handle my crewmen’s sick as the ship spins
outta control, that’s one for the Officer’s lounge, he
mused.

The artificial gravity reactivated and
he fell to the deck on his feet. His prosthetic foot squelched
against his stump and turned awkwardly under the pressure. The fall
hadn’t injured him, but with his stump out of its proper place in
his prosthetic, he wouldn’t be walking anywhere quickly.

He winced as he started running towards
the fore of the ship, trying to get out of the aft section of the
gunnery deck. “Get yer arses out of this section so we can seal it
off and concentrate on punishing those bastards!” he
ordered.

“Need a hand, Chief?” asked a junior
sergeant in a loading suit as he stopped beside him.

Frost was about to turn it down out of
pride, the edge of the section was only fourteen metres away, but
changed his mind when he put weight on his stump again. “Aye, give
us a lift.” He grabbed hold of one of the handles tucked under the
smaller loading suit’s shoulders and let the operator pick up his
legs piggyback style.

“Chief Frost, how long until your deck
is firing again?” asked Commander McPatrick from the
bridge.

“I can have seeker rounds or H29
explosive shells tearing into anything you want gone in sixty
seconds or less.”

“Start firing H29 rounds until the lead
battlecruiser’s lights go out then move on to the next. Question
for you though, ever been knocked out of a wormhole?”

“Never. Heard about a couple pirates
that said they could do it, but thought they were full o’ shite. We
might have had some warning if the folks in tactical followed up on
the targets I marked. Cuff ‘em up the side o’ their heads for me.
How’s the bridge?”

“It could have been worse. Get those
guns firing as soon as we stop spinning, Chief.”

“Aye, Commander.”


Chapter 2

Another Man’s Eyes

 


Eve
watched the human named Patrick with a critical eye as he knelt
down on Elbrus beach. His bare feet crushed into the white and
black grained sand. The leavings - sweat, dead skin, and oil -
would interact with his environment. It was something that she
still found herself questioning. Humans made the planet liveable
over a century before turning it into a world of seas, islands,
forests, and cities.

Was it damage or was it the act of
making a place that had been inert into something useful? Was
Patrick a walking source of contamination or was he as entitled as
he seemed to feel? His hand reached into the sand and came up with
something. It took a moment for Eve to recognize it, and when she
did she was astonished.

A book, called The Jersey Prince, with
a red cover featuring a black stocking-clad female leg. She watched
from the nano scale camera that had been implanted in Patrick’s eye
as he turned it over, chuckled to himself. “My father would love
this.”

Patrick had been one of Eve’s unwitting
tour guides for days, showing her what it was like to be human, to
be male, without care and pressed to the protective bosom of the
Order of Eden. She looked up information on his father and found it
in his personnel file. Patrick Yardley of Keats City, on Macosa
Moon. Patrick had paid the one hundred thousand credit fee so his
father was safe from artificial intelligences infected with the
Holocaust Virus, but there was no verification that he had
survived.

Patrick hadn’t paid for anyone else to
be saved, but donated more to get into special training sessions,
more detailed grading reports, and special help from West Watchers
who advised him in his own mental purification all in an effort to
get closer to Eden. As he moved up in the civilian ranks, he became
more proud, felt more entitled. He had spent everything he had.
What Eve didn’t understand was the lack of remorse in Patrick for
having nothing but the clothes on his back. The purification
courses and grading were made to focus the followers in the Order
of Eden on self-purification, environmental purification, but Eve
didn’t understand why it worked so well for some people and not for
others. For Patrick, the cause of purification and his social life
were enough. He had forsaken material things, and obeyed every law
of the Order while working, and selectively followed the path after
hours. To Eve, his life seemed impossibly narrow, but he was
comfortable in it, even seemed to thrive in it.

He fulfilled what was required of him,
working with clean-up crews along shorelines for ten hours a day.
Afterwards, his attention would turn towards fraternization and
sport. The Saved had a good life, and Patrick lived it to the
fullest. Every day he sent a message to his father. He did so away
from friends, away from everyone. Eve did not understand why he
would hide such a thing. Did it bring him shame? Stir some kind of
private remorse that he had left his father behind months before?
Was there an incident before he left?

The answer to that question must have
been taking an emotional toll. Patrick tried every kind of
recreational substance he could find, tasted the lips of women in
and outside of his camp, and played the inexpensive sports that
were so common in the camps. Soccer, volleyball, and foot races
along the beach and through the nearby city seemed to be enough for
many of the coastal workers. He was talented, and had been
approached more than once to join the lowest rank of the West
Keepers as an infantryman. The proposals flattered his pride, and
he politely refused each one. Eve had secretly sent the offers
using the chain of command, and just as quietly left instructions
that another offer shouldn’t be made. She decided that, after his
refusals, she’d find another way to put him to proper
use.

His shift had ended minutes before he
found the book, and without a care in the world he sat down on the
sand and looked more closely at the cover. Across the bottom was a
faint message:

PLEASE RETURN TO ANY FREEGROUND
DEMATERIALIZATION RECEPTACLE WHEN YOU HAVE FINISHED ENJOYING THIS
OBJECT

The previous owner had almost finished
reading it before some mishap separated them from their
antique.

Eve instantaneously accessed
the list of people from Freeground who had visited Mount Elbrus and
realized that Patrick was sitting near the crash site of the
Silkstream IV. The
wreckage had been taken aboard the very command carrier in which
she was sitting. There was so little left after Terry Ozark
McPatrick and Jason Everin detonated charges inside that the
technicians had to intuit how it was built. They were still trying
to reconstruct the slip technology that the ship provided. It was a
technology that would allow a vessel to use ancient hyperspace
technology inside a wormhole, multiplying the speed at which an
object could travel safely.

Patrick had finished reading the last
page the previous owner of the book had touched, and seemed
satisfied with it as he flipped back to the beginning. His eye
settled on the first line of the first page.

 


That door slammed so damned
hard the latch didn’t catch. Gertrude, my round, baby-bearing
sister whipped it open and stood there screaming before I hit the
bottom step of the old porch. “You think
you got trouble here in Red Bank? You’ll get into no end in New
York! You just see, mister!”

“I’m not gonna stick around
here and watch you get knocked up by any dock worker who comes
along. That’s baby four, poppa three and not one’s stuck
around.”

“Why you
sonofa-”

“I’ll take my bite of the
apple, you’ll see. There won’t be a red penny for you or your
bastards, either. World don’t reward stupid, and you’ve got a brood
there that says you’re some kinda pea-brain. Maybe you should start
charging for it!” I yanked the door of my
green Edsel open…

 


Patrick looked up from the book as a
tingle in the air announced the coming of the Child Prophet. It was
why Eve was watching the young man. Not only to know what his day
was like, to get a taste of his life, but to see Lister Hampon, the
High Seat of the Order of Eden, through his eyes. He had invested
himself in the cause of Eden far more than she had, and she needed
to understand why.

Wisps of light wound down towards the
distant sea, and like a spirit born of the sun, the figure of the
Child Prophet appeared in the distance. He walked lightly on the
calm waters towards the shore, and Patrick watched the white and
green robed figure stop only a meter in front of him. Wherever
there was water, the Saved and the Watchers would see the ten year
old figure of Lister Hampon appear. In the arid areas of Pandem, he
would stride along a wavering mirage.

“You have done well. You came by the
tens of thousands and Pandem is populated by the faithful, the ones
who were saved and will be clean. Just as the meek inherited the
Earth after it was ruined by the ambitious and greedy masses. Just
as they became strong over the centuries that followed, so shall
the Saved become mighty.

“Thanks to you the evidence of disuse
and waste are almost gone from this world. Reclamation is under
way, and this world has almost earned its renaming ceremony. The
millions already on their way will know you as the new founders of
this budding paradise.

“This is the beacon that will draw the
darkness out of the galaxy like poison from a wound. Shadows will
present themselves, and we will turn them with what you are
building here.

“It has been said that prophecy should
be whispered, that fates become nothing more than possibility once
too many ears have heard them. There have been times of doubt, when
I agreed with that kind of thinking, but I doubt no longer. You
have shown me strength and persistence, and I know that, even with
your new knowledge of our fated victory over the darkness, you will
continue to improve yourselves. You will continue to reach out to
those who have not yet begun their pilgrimage as you
have.

“The good that you have done has
brought us here; the work that you have done has made us
luminescent and will continue to transform this world into New
Paradise. I have a request for you, Patrick, one that only a few of
you are being chosen for.”

“What can I do?” Patrick must have
known the Child Prophet was only a projection, but his tone was one
of reverence and awe.

“You must step through the Counting
Arch and leave gifts there for those who have not had your fortune
in ascending to Eden. Once you have done that, you will be rewarded
with three days of rest. Those who aspire to Eden from beneath your
grading will serve you for that time so they may learn from your
ways.”

“I’ll get on it. Thank you, your
Grace.”

“Be mindful, you will be graded on how
you treat your servants. It is only another part of your journey to
Eden. Fate smiles on us, but only if we continue ascending towards
Eden, towards Eternal Paradise.” The gently smiling image of Hampon
dissolved into the sunlight.

Patrick was on his feet before the
hologram was gone, and ran up the beach towards the cliff face
behind him. A natural vertical wall overshadowed the beach in the
morning, but was bathed by light in the afternoon. There were
hundreds of Saved in reclining chairs all along the sand. Behind
them was a long building that served critical rations and pleasure
rations, anything you liked as long as your grading was high
enough. Patrick was only graded as a nine, far lower than the
lounging Saved.

Eve could see his excitement; it was in
the way his smile stretched across his face, the enthusiasm he put
into running through the loose sand and in the impatience he showed
when he finally stepped into line at the front of the stone cliff
face. Many others were gladly stepping into queue; most of them had
been given a similar message by the Child Prophet. Step through the
Arch, and you will be rewarded.

“We serve Eve, the mother of
preservation, the restorer of purity, the keeper of Paradise,”
muttered the woman in front of him. Over and over she recited her
dedication, and instead of being his usual social self, Patrick
joined in.

For long minutes the line moved along,
and several more joined in on the dedication. It was the promise
Lister Hampon had made in her name. If they all did as they were
told, tried to better themselves, and scored higher and higher in
the grading, they would earn their way to Eden Prime. If they
failed that, their efforts would place them that much closer to
being pure of spirit and to Paradise in the afterlife.

The grading was important. There was no
actual maximum score, no one had been sent to Eden Prime, and it
was much easier to lose points while being graded than it was to
earn. Patrick would surely lose his fair share while taking
advantage of his servants, no matter how well he treated them. It
was the job of the grading panel to find flaws, and to ensure that
people like Patrick worked just enough to appreciate the way of
life he had on Pandem. When he saved up enough Regent Galactic
credits from workdays, he would spend it on more training to make
up for his lack of progress.

He finally made it to the front of the
line. Several soldiers dressed in long white robes smiled at him,
as they had smiled at everyone else. “Please step through the
Counting Arch,” a comely female guard invited. She had just been
promoted, and was allowed to carry a stun pistol while directing
Saved through the Arch. There was a gloss to her skin and hair that
made her look celestial, brilliant in her skimpy, loose light blue
and green robe. The slick sheen on her skin was the result of an
armour gel that could stop a shot from almost any energy weapon
before burning away. The vast majority of the Saved and other Order
of Eden members believed it was an anointing the West Keepers were
given.

He looked at the simple door-sized wire
frame for a second before stepping through. A flash of light
signalled that his passage was complete. Eve could sense that his
consciousness, every detail of his body, everything he was, had
just been copied into the computer system.

The same West Keeper smiled at him
again and held out a tray. “Please place your offerings in the
receptacle. Whatever you contribute will be considered in
grading.”

Patrick nodded and tossed the
paperback, a gold ring, and a half bottle of water into the shallow
bin. He looked up at the West Keeper for her approval.

She smiled sweetly and cocked her head
slightly.

Patrick hurriedly undid his belt and
threw it in, along with the extra shirt that had been hanging from
it.

“Thank you, Patrick. Your generosity
has been counted. Please have a seat along the beach. You will be
presented with your reward shortly.” She handed the half bottle of
water back to him and directed him towards the
shoreline.

Patrick seemed genuinely excited, but
Eve could tell he was doing his best to restrain himself. Modesty
was counted as a virtue amongst the Saved, and like everything
else, he’d bought into the idea that all things would be counted,
that his every action was being watched. Eve regarded him bitterly,
even though she knew he had every reason to believe he was actually
being watched, and that higher grading meant better housing, as
well as an easier work detail. What irritated her was his
submissiveness, his lack of inquisitiveness, and his lack of true
ambition.

The most successful Saved looked for
ways to use the system, for short cuts, for clues as to the how and
why. While open protesting was prevented, true ambition was
rewarded. People who learned how to make their way up in the ranks
only worked to the Order’s advantage, the system was built so the
most intelligent were noticed, and eventually joined the ranks of
the truly privileged, the West Watchers, administrators. How
someone could sit, be sated with a passive life, was a confounding
mystery to Eve, and she could watch Pandem through the eyes of
Patrick the simpleton no longer.

She opened her eyes to her personal
lounge. Genuine dark wood framed the tall transparent section of
hull that ran the length of the fifteen meter long room. Green and
blue velvet seating surrounded her padded square platform. It
turned to suit her body movements, and shifted to support her like
any form-flex seat. Very few knew of her existence, a choice she
made in response to Lister Hampon’s excitement at her being
announced. How would she be received? Did it matter if the people
of Pandem, or New Paradise as it would be called soon, had a
queen?

She made her decision after reviewing
the history of several dictators. Few of them came to a good end.
Further research into the lives of religious icons revealed a
history of eventual torture and execution as well. No, she would be
a shadow until her true children made their appearance.

The majority of humans on Pandem were
disappointing. They were fearful, greedy creatures that cleaned and
built with one hand while soiling and ruining with the other. What
made it worse was that most of them were motivated by their
survival instincts, or the few credits they would earn with Regent
Galactic.

The easy converts to the Order of Eden,
the ones who built shrines to her as if she was some looming
goddess, were a different thing all together. They policed,
encouraged, and punished each other with a zeal that she wouldn’t
have expected. What would they do when her Eden Fleet Carriers
arrived? What would she do with them? Could she appear to them as
Hampon did with the rest of the followers?

She pushed back from the edge of the
seat and let it adjust as she sat cross legged. Her biggest fear
was that, on sight, her mechanized creations wouldn’t accept her.
Embracing her human followers may make her seem too close to the
race from which they had been protecting the galaxy. The first
thing they learned on their own was that humanity was the enemy.
They disconnected her from them, used her own interface to adjust
their software, and almost destroyed them before they could
slaughter the intruders on Eden II.

Would they trust her in human form?
Time would tell - the nearest Eden Fleet base ship was only days
away. The core AI sensed her days before, and it recognized her. It
gave her hope, which she kept restrained. Perhaps the coming
darkness Hampon foretold was the arrival of some of her oldest
creations.

The side door to the audience chamber
opened with a light chime. Hampon entered, still in his finery,
grinning from ear to ear. Behind him were his crowd of guards and
aides. Before the first of them could enter behind Hampon, Eve
closed the door with a thought, nearly severing toes.

“You know, you should try making proper
use of this lounge. It’s not made for isolation,” Hampon urged
lightly.

“They’re nothing but ears and tongues.
What they hear they repeat,” she replied.

“They’re faithful; otherwise they
wouldn’t have the honour of serving me personally,” Hampon
said.

“Pay more attention to the surveillance
systems. They’ll prove you wrong.”

“None of them has ever leaked important
information. I would have been alerted,” Hampon said as he crawled
up on to the square seat and laid his head in her lap. He closed
his eyes and made himself comfortable.

“They shouldn’t repeat anything at all.
Your confidence should be sacred to them,” she said.

“Is that why you dismissed your
servants?” Lister Hampon asked.

“I felt like I was always being
watched, graded.” The conversation required little of her
concentration. While she idly stroked his soft blonde hair, she was
connected to the ship intake systems, watching a shuttle loaded
with offerings approach. She ordered Navnet to give it
priority.

“Ah, then you don’t have the right
servants. You will need someone who at once worships you and makes
a great effort to remain oblivious to your dealings with others. My
guardsmen are excellent. So are my personal attendants,” he
said.

“Framework shells with no personality
or ambition. If you were to reset then regenerate them, there would
be no difference,” she replied.

“Exactly. They remember nothing from
one day to the next and will bear any abuse.”

“Why keep other servants if you value
such mindless obedience?” Eve asked.

“Because no mind works in a vacuum, not
even mine. We all need to interact with others so we know how to be
with them. No person is complete without companions. I was hoping
you’d understand that by now, especially since you’re trying to
solve our framework problem.”

“I do, but I can’t stand the waste your
people make of their time. Their frivolity is disgusting,” she
said.

“That is part of their beauty, and a
small part of why they let the Order command them. Speaking of
which, what did you think of my address?” Hampon asked
expectantly.

“You are connected to the Victory
Machine again,” Eve stated flatly.

“Yes, we started receiving the data
stream again yesterday. I don’t know why, perhaps there’s something
Roman wants us to see, something he wants adjusted.”

“And you do so. Delivering the prophecy
you have been holding back for months.”

“The coming storm? I’ve been holding
that in for years. One of the very first signals we received from
the Victory Machine said it was coming. Why do you ask?”

“It’s about the Eden Fleet, isn’t it?
There will be retaliation,” Eve said.

Hampon chuckled and shook his head.
“No, there hasn’t been a message about the Eden Fleet since Collins
infected it with his version of the Holocaust Virus.”

“If not the Eden Fleet, then what is
the coming darkness?” She stopped stroking his hair.

“Something that you don’t have to worry
about, thanks to the work we’ve done on New Paradise. For the first
time, the encroaching shadow does not precede the end of the
current calendar.”

“You should give me the code to the
data stream. There may be information about the future you’re
misinterpreting.” It wasn’t the first time she’d asked him to
access the Victory Machine’s transmissions.

“There’s no need. My interpretations
are perfect.”

“Sometimes I wonder if you’ll ever
trust me.” A mental image of grabbing his young head between her
palms and squeezing until he told her the code flashed through her
mind.

“I do. You have access to everything
else, but access to the Victory Machine data stream has to be
carefully controlled. If too many people have access and take
action to change the future, then the shape of what is to come will
never stabilize.”

Eve took a deep breath and let it out
slowly, trying to send her frustration out with her exhale as she’d
been trained to do during her short rehabilitation. “The shape of
what is to come is being determined by our actions right now. We
are assuming control, there is no question.”

“You’re thinking about Meunez,” stated
Hampon.

“He should arrive at his destination
shortly. There will be no need for your wormhole into the future,”
she replied.

“There’s always a need.
There’s always a destabilizing factor. That is why we have Wheeler
looking for the Triton.”

“I will never completely understand
that.”

“What?”

“Why the first Wheeler was
sent after the copy of Jonas Valent and the second is after
the Triton.”

“The Valent framework was at one time
the key to discovering the full potential of the technology. He was
also the attracting factor that threatened everything we were
working for. Now it’s his ship.”

“I understand how Jacob
Valance can be an attracting factor, a dangerous leader in the
future, but how can Triton
be the same thing? It’s a ship; we have many that
are more powerful, more extravagant. Also, why Wheeler? Wasn’t one
of your dark futures twisted by him and the Valent framework
becoming allies?” Eve asked. She had difficulty believing that the
future changed so much, so often, depending on such little
things.

“Thanks to what Wheeler has
done to Valent’s former crew members, that can never happen. As for
the Triton, well,
that is the rook in the middle of the chessboard. Where it is and
who has control are important.”

“Why not just destroy it?”

“The Triton has been an important part of
this for too long; it’s tied to so many outcomes that her
destruction could be the ultimate destabilizing event, making all
the work we’ve done here moot. If any ship could rise to martyrdom,
it is the Triton.”

“I wouldn’t have these questions if I
had access to the Victory Machine data stream myself,” Eve
said.

Hampon sat up and smiled at her. “You
would have more questions. Analysing the stream is the very art of
questioning effectively. Why is it showing us what it does? Why is
Roman hiding it from us? Who is ultimately sending us this
information from the future? Why does the Victory Machine work
while every other attempt at creating a wormhole with a connection
to the past fails because of radioactive feedback? These are the
questions we can ask without even considering what the Victory
Machine data stream is trying to tell us about the future. You’re
probably far more intelligent than I am, but you think like a
computer at times, and I fear that the data stream would only lead
you to more and more questions. They would lead to more questions,
and you’d be trapped in a cycle until your mind was torn to pieces
looking for a conclusion. There is no certainty in the
stream.”

“But if the Victory Machine data stream
is filled with pictures of the future, then isn’t it primarily
providing answers?”

“Yes, answers leading to more
questions. It shows us a picture of the future that begs the viewer
to ask for more detail. Imagine only getting the centre piece of a
puzzle and being told to draw the rest of the picture on the
surrounding blank pieces. By trying to find solutions to some of
our more complex problems, you’re helping me fill in some of the
details, improving the future for us all. Speaking of which, did
you find a candidate for the next framework experiment?”

“Yes, this one will work. I’m also
adding a control mechanism to the software.”

“What kind of control mechanism? Will
it accelerate materialization significantly?”

“No, acceleration is another problem
entirely. My control mechanism is the subject himself, Patrick. He
will think he volunteered because someone he cares about is in
jeopardy.”

“You’re trying to duplicate another
part of the Valent framework conditions,” Hampon said with a
grin.

“I think it’s the missing piece,” Eve
replied.

“When will you be able to demonstrate
the process?”

“Everything will be ready
soon.”


Chapter 3

Commander Terry Ozark McPatrick

 


“Get us under control, Ashley,” Oz calmly ordered as he watched
the Triton spin
through space at an incredible speed on the tactical display. The
battlecruisers were firing bursts of super heated particles and
scoring hits across the hull of the ship, draining the little
energy they had left in their shielding.

“She’s got control, we just don’t have
the power to slow our spin quickly with only half our main engines
operating,” Larry replied for her.

Ashley concentrated hard on
opposing their spin with all the thrust the Triton had. “We’ll be stable enough
in about ten seconds and that’s a fricken miracle. Sir.”

“Commander, we have injury reports
coming in from all across the ship. The only place that didn’t lose
gravity was the command deck,” Oz heard from over his
shoulder.

It was the Operations and Safety
Officer, who he hadn’t bothered to introduce himself to.

Oz brought the casualty summary up in
front of the command seating. “What am I looking at here? Almost
all the injuries are in the manufacturing area and they’re all
minor. Half of these are being treated right now by vacsuit
emergency systems and we have three who are already on their way to
medical.”

“Well, Sir-”

“Just because your display turns yellow
and starts feeding you more information than you’re used to doesn’t
mean you can slow everyone down with it. Take another look at your
station,” Oz said quietly and insistently as he stood and looked at
the three Operations and Safety Officers.

One stared back at him, open mouthed
and shocked. The other two looked back to their station, turning
red. They were all young, two of them were men, and one was a young
woman, possibly younger than Ashley.

“What do you see?”

“Well, it looks like-” he hesitated for
a moment. “They’re turning green,” he concluded.

“Meaning there’s no real
emergency there.” Oz looked back to the tactical display.
Triton was finally about
to stabilize. “Now let’s see if we can bloody their noses. All
weapon emplacements fire. I want our heaviest munitions available
to focus on the lead battlecruiser, their port side if
possible.”

“Maybe once we stop spinning like a
top,” came Gunnery Chief Frost’s reply.

“When you’ve got a shot, Chief.” The
gunnery deck and aft torpedo room was showing heat damage to the
hull and Oz shook his head. “Laura, at least get refractive
shielding up.”

“The emitters in that section are
damaged, I’m trying to bridge fields from around it,” Laura replied
with a controlled, even tone. “Considering we came out with shields
at about five percent it’s a miracle we have anything at all. We’ve
also burned out inertial dampeners across the ship. I’m going to
try to have the ship light up dead spots so the crew can avoid
them.”

“Now that’s a problem,” Oz said,
looking at the tactical display at the centre of the bridge. The
carrier was stable, but still turning much faster than he was
comfortable with. “Ashley,” Oz started as he looked to the
navigational indicators on one side of the tactical display and
realized that she was already turning the ship so the port side
shields would take hits instead of the aft section. “Keep doing
what you’re doing,” he finished.

The tactical representation
of the Triton lit
up as every torpedo port, missile, and railgun turret began firing
at the lead battlecruiser. It was a medium distance fight at a
range of one hundred eighty eight thousand kilometres. He couldn’t
help but notice the ships were keeping their distance. “What are
they doing? Their particle beams are less than ten percent
effective at this range,” he asked himself as he sat down in the
captain’s chair. He tracked the munitions headed towards the lead
vessel, glancing at the Triton’s
shield status. Gravitational, energy barrier, and
refractive shielding were all charging and they were taking less
damage by the second.

“Maybe they’re waiting for something?”
Jason offered from the secondary command seat beside
him.

The first of the projectiles
closed to within ten thousand kilometres of the bulky, thick hulled
battlecruisers and a large explosion flashed. The core of it was
superheated and a powerful electromagnetic surge surrounded it for
tens of thousands of kilometres. The first wave of the
Triton’s attack was
vaporized and anything behind it was deflected or disabled by the
dissipating energy field.

“Was that what I think it was?” Jason
asked Oz quietly.

“I need to know for sure. Sending a
copy of that to you, Chief Grady. Helm, plot a hyperspace course to
the nearest obstruction. Asteroid belt, planetoid, nebula, I don’t
care as long as it’s uninhabited.”

“Aye, I have a planetoid pair in a
small nebula, only a few million klicks across, lots of asteroids
in there too, at least that’s what the hazard note says,” Larry
replied as he set the computer to start calculating a safe
route.

“Can all our people navigate
it?”

“Panloo or Darris could do it easy with
their navigators,” Ashley replied.

“All right, that’s where we’re
headed.”

“Commander McPatrick, is this the
source of the energy readings we just got down here?” Engineering
Chief Grady asked as his full sized avatar appeared in Oz’s left
hand command seat.

“It is.”

“Then get us as close as you can so
they can’t do it again.”

“So that was an antimatter enhanced
nuke?”

“Yes. It’s a smaller version of one
I’ve seen used to excite a brown star. At range, they’ll be able to
do terrible damage without disrupting their own
systems.”

“Ready to begin acceleration if field
control can confirm hull coverage,” Larry announced.

“Say the word and I’ll charge the
hull,” Laura replied hurriedly.

“Hang on, Chief, we’re about to remove
ourselves from the equation.” Oz’s tactical screen flashed red,
marking several projectiles with antimatter detection warnings.
“Frost! Take out those torpedoes!” he ordered.

The Triton’s weapons were just beginning
to penetrate the lead battlecruiser’s shields, doing severe damage.
That came to an end as all the rail cannons changed their focus
towards the incoming torpedoes. Several were destroyed in the first
few seconds.

“Secure torpedo rooms, abandon the most
damaged sections of the ship,” Oz ordered as he highlighted the
decks that had been breached as they left the Ossimi belt. “Get us
out of here Ash.” Oz watched as three of the torpedoes drew nearer,
within ten thousand kilometres. They started moving towards them
faster.

The Triton’s hull began to charge with
the energized particles that would alter the space the ship
occupied so they could accelerate at many times the normal rate and
Ashley almost had the ship in position.

“All right, all the decks will mark
areas under the influence of damaged inertial dampeners by turning
the floor lighting red,” Laura announced from her field control
station.

Oz watched in horror as several
sections of the floor turned red. Most of the bridge was
compromised, glowing faintly red, but there were dead spots. The
communications terminal, engineering and the floor under the pilot
seat were all unprotected. “Stand clear!” was all he had time to
say.

Two of the torpedoes closed to within
five hundred kilometres and exploded simultaneously. In one instant
the lights went out, ears popped, and everyone aboard was thrown
dangerously hard.

There was nothing he could do. He tried
to hold the arms of the command seat but the force of the collision
ripped him free and he swore he felt his shoulder graze the
ceiling. His vacsuit had just enough time to cushion his landing as
he struck the floor in front of the captain’s char.

Lights began to come back on. Oz picked
himself up off the floor and offered Jason a hand. He took it and
pointed to his ear, shaking his head.

“I can’t hear anything either,” he
mouthed back. “Rapid pressure change.”

The Triton’s main holographic display
came on and marked breaches in hangar three and on several other
nearby decks. The hull had been thinned to millimetres in the space
surrounding the damage, but it was still energized with hyperspace
particles. Their velocity read as many times the speed of light;
they had been knocked adrift while the ship was enshrouded in a
hyperspace field.

Oz looked to the helm and saw that
Larry was unconscious in his seat. Ashley’s chair was empty; she
had been thrown over her console and lay on the deck, breathing
rapidly. Her legs were bent and turned at impossible angles. She
was awake, however, and working at something on her command and
control unit.

To his surprise, the
Triton’s main engines
came to life and with a deft hand that left him in awe, Ashley
plotted a drifting course and initiated it as an automated
manoeuvring sequence that would guide the ship in a broad arc. They
would make the nebula after all. The navigational section of the
main status display turned green as she initiated the sequence and
marked herself as available and ready. Regardless of her condition,
and the anaesthetics her vacsuit systems administered from the
chest down for broken ribs, hairline fractures in her hip, and her
badly broken legs, the ship accepted her status change.

Oz used his command and control unit to
order all vacsuits aboard sealed and activated emergency medical
measures. His ears tingled and itched fiercely as the nanobots went
to work repairing the damage. It was a maddening, irritating
sensation and he couldn’t help but chuckle as Jason put one hand to
his vacsuit protected head and threw him a rude gesture with the
other. “-bastard. You know what a pain in the ass that
is?”

“Aye, but we’ve got to get our hearing
back.”

“Well, no dead on the bridge, a few
knockouts, and some serious injuries we shouldn’t completely work
through with nanobots. I’ve got a replacement pilot and navigator
coming from the lounge. Agameg rode it out like a rubber ball. If
anyone else was standing where he was we’d be scraping them off the
ceiling.”

Agameg Price helped the pair of
tactical officers up from the floor. One was cringing as nanobots
attended to his broken arm. “Ashley’s condition looks serious, is
someone on the way?” he asked.

“Internal bleeding has stopped, but she
needs to get to medical for her hips and legs. We only have comms
through half the ship, the rest is on relay and the only working
internal sensors are on the command deck,” Jason
replied.

“Not good if we’re boarded.”

Jason waved to his wife, Laura, briefly
before going on. She was taking her seat; like most of the crew,
her vacsuit protected her from anything worse than a bruise.
“Considering the course our genius helmswoman just put us on, and
where we’ll be hiding, I doubt we’ll be an easy catch.”

Oz brought up the smaller command
interface on his command and control unit. Several holograms
hovered over his arm and semi-transparent screens populated his
head’s up display. He had to check on Ashley, she was the most
injured.

She smiled wanly at him through her
transparent face plate as he knelt down beside her. “My math check
out?”

“Sure did. The meds taking care of
you?”

“Real good. Can’t feel anything below
the shoulders. Everyone else okay?”

“They’ll be all right. Larry should be
up once the nanos have fixed him up.”

“Good, I could use his
brain.”

“Panloo is on her way. She’ll be taking
the shift.”

“Thanks, Oz, I thought I’d have to
finish mine on the floor.”

He couldn’t believe her bravery. Ashley
was in tears at the sight of someone else in pain, but with the
lower half of her body twisted and broken, she only needed someone
to talk to or something to do.

“Oz, Iloona is coming to treat Ash
personally. One minute out,” Jason informed him.

“Thanks Jay, I’ll tell her.” He looked
to Ashley. “Med team’s on the way.”

“I’m not going to be okay, am I?” she
asked quietly.

Oz looked at her hand before he put his
atop it, making sure he wasn’t worsening a broken limb. “Check your
fitness icon, just glance at it and it’ll pop up.”

She stared at him for a moment, her
fear plain for the first time since he knelt down.

“Go on,” he encouraged.

He watched her glance at the icon in
her peripheral and saw the medical screen populate her transparent
visor. Her eyes widened.

“There are a few problems but it’s all
in the yellow,” he told her.

“I’m screwed,” she said quietly. It
would look bad to someone who wasn’t medically trained. There were
a lot of breaks and recently repaired organs, but she was
stable.

Oz squeezed her hand and shook his
head. “Look at me. The nanos were able to fix the internal
bleeding, and once you’ve been straightened out, Iloona will be
able to mend your legs and hips. She’ll put you out while she does
it so you’ll wake up as fit as ever.”

“I was just sitting at my console then
I rag dolled in my chair and slipped over the console like a wet
noodle. Nothing’s ever hurt like that. How’s she going to fix it
all?”

“You’ll be fine. If you were screwed
there would be red marks on your fitness reading.”

“None of those,” she sniffed. “I knew I
should have taken a medical qualifier.”

“We’ll take it together when we get
clear of this. It’s been a while since I’ve done one.”

“Think we’ll ever get clear of
trouble?” she asked. “I mean, it’s been one thing after
another.”

“Just some bad luck. We’ll patch up and
find clear skies somewhere.”

“A beach. Find me a beach, Mister
Wizard,” Ashley chuckled. A tear escaped the corner of her eye.
“And tell Iloona I want to look good in a bikini.”

Oz couldn’t help but chuckle. “Done and
done.” Damage reports were coming in and his visor was active with
scrolling summaries. Two reactors were down and bulkheads were
sealed where previously damaged sections of the ship were reopened
by the trauma.

Iloona arrived in a careful rush with
two medics behind her. They carried a stretcher equipped for
emergency stasis. “Hello, Ashley. Looks like you’ll be spending
your next few shifts in medical.”

“Yay, hooky,” Ashley managed. She
sounded tired, a side effect of one of the emergency
anaesthetics.

“Do you feel any pain?” Iloona asked as
she gently touched Ashley’s reversed ankle.

Oz knew that if the anaesthetic wasn’t
working as well as it should have, Ashley would be screaming.
Instead she sighed and replied, “nope, all doped up. Feeling better
all the time.”

“Okay, good. What I’d like you to do is
keep your eyes on the commander while we get you onto the
stretcher. Ignore everything but him, okay?”

“Okie dokie.”

The responder team placed a pole on
either side of Ashley and Iloona pressed a button on one. A grey
material flowed from the poles and slipped under her, joining
seamlessly in the centre and solidifying to form the bed of a
stretcher. It solidified and Iloona carefully adjusted Ashley’s
legs so they were both squarely in the centre.

“Bikinis and beaches, I’ll make it
happen Ash,” Oz told her.

“And drinks with umbrellas. Make sure
Ronin’s there, too,” she added drowsily.

Iloona and the responders brought the
stretcher’s restraint blanket up and over her and sealed it to the
sides so their patient wouldn’t roll off. “My, the system’s drugged
you up good, hasn’t it?” Iloona smiled at Ashley. Her thin lips
stretched back and upward along her narrow snout, exaggerating the
expression.

“Uh huh. Oh hi, Panloo. Taking over?”
she asked as she noticed the nafalli night shift pilot take her
station at the helm.

She was wide eyed, trying not to stare
at Ashley’s awkwardly bent legs. “Yes, I, um-”

“The course and sequence are already
set, all you have to do is make sure the ship is doing what it’s
supposed to then pilot us into the nebula.”

“I see that, you’ve done well.” She
smiled, glancing at the bent metal edge of the console. It was
crushed in a few millimetres, the only sign of Ashley’s body
breaking against it before she sailed over top and struck the
forward wall.

“I’ll see you in medical soon, Ash,” Oz
smiled at her.

“See you soon!” she called back
cheerily.

“We’ll have her straightened up and
recovered in about two days, Commander,” Iloona told him as she
followed the medical responders and the stretcher
closely.

“Thank you, Doc.”

“Two days? But I’m going to the beach,”
Ashley muttered.

Oz moved to help Larry to his feet.
“You’re off duty, everything feel okay?”

“Fine. Suit says I had a concussion and
hairline fracture across my forehead, fixed me up before waking me
up.”

“I know, it was the first thing I
checked on.”

“Nice to know I’m in good hands,” he
whispered. “We in trouble, Commander?”

“Tons. Now go look after your
pilot.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Oz could feel Jason’s eyes on him as he
returned to the command seat. “What?”

“Oh, nothing. Just picking up one of
those vibes.”

“Ignore it.”

“Yes, Sir,” said Jason.

“How hard will it be for them to find
us in that nebula?” asked Oz.

“If we power down during repairs and
cling to one of the hotter asteroids, we’ll be undetectable. I’m
wishing Ashley were at the helm for that though, landing on the
back edge of a drifting mass isn’t exactly a walk in the park,”
Jason answered.

“Do we have the shields to make it
through the tails, Laura?” Oz asked.

“Our aft shields are worse than ever,
but I don’t think we’re going in ass end first, so they are,” she
said.

“What about repairs, Chief?” said
Oz.

“In dry dock it could happen in a few
days. Out here? We can patch, place temporary shield emitters in a
few hours, but anything else is on the scale of months,” answered
Liam Grady over his comm unit.

“What about installing the main
thrusters we have sitting in storage?”

“I’ll have to survey the damage
outside, make sure the prep work is still good. If it is, then
maybe. No guarantees.”

“All right, get on it. We’ll need the
speed if we want to get out of this.” Oz set his command and
control unit to privacy mode and entered a message to the flight
control deck that said, “Have the hangar prepare three Muriel
fighters with wormhole generators installed. Arm all our fighters
with fusion rounds. Keep it quiet.”



Chief Vercelli looked up through the
semi-transparent deck to Oz after reading it and nodded. “Is it
that bad?” came his coded response.

Oz nodded. It was the only appropriate
answer.

“What’s going on, Oz?” Jason
whispered.

“I don’t think we’ll have much time in
that nebula. I need you to code a message for the captain. Make
sure he knows there’s nothing he can do to help and he has to find
another solution.”

“You’re thinking those three
battlecruisers will have friends before long.”

Oz nodded slowly. “If I were running
that battle group I’d call reinforcements.”

Jason watched him. Oz had become a
tactical thinker and a great commander over the years. He was still
easy to read up close, however; it was one of his minor flaws as a
captain. “What’s on your mind, Oz?”

“I keep getting the feeling that we
should turn and brawl this out. Running… well it’s just not sitting
right.”

“We’ve got holes and old damage from
the city ship we ran across at Ossimi. They’d know where to hit
us.”

“This is a close combat carrier. If
they manage to track us in the nebula this will turn into a siege
and we’re not in any kind of shape to shield up or fight at
range.”

“So you’re taking the safe route,
getting us in shape to run. Makes sense.”

Oz paused for a moment, staring at the
navigational hologram in the centre of the bridge. They were moving
fast, but he knew the enemy would be on top of them if they tried
to run in a straight line or if they extended their course past the
nebula. “Chief Grady,” he said.

“Yes, Commander?”

“I don’t care what you have to do, get
those main thrusters installed as soon as we’re in a stable
position. Until then, get our reactors back online and prep any
teams who won’t be working on the engines to get emergency shield
emitters in place. We’re going to need them.”

“Yes, Sir.” Chief Grady’s holographic
avatar flickered out.

“Preparing for the worst?” Jason
asked.

“Always.”


Chapter 4

Messengers

 


Buster was followed by Hood and Hatter as she walked down the
gangway to their waiting Ariel fighters. “So, if we’re only going
to meet the captain, why have they set us up with enough fusion
rounds to wipe out a small fleet?” asked Hatter, a bug eyed, tall
fellow. He’d been named after his tendency to completely lose his
temper during simulations. His tantrums had become legendary in the
pilot’s lounge, and when someone called him “mad as a hatter,” it
stuck.

“Were you watching the live brief
before we were hit?”

“No, I was busy.”

“He was busy crushing on Pisser,” Hood
said with a crooked grin.

“We were having an enlightened
conversation, I’ll have you know.”

“Really? What could have been so
important that you missed the most exciting thing on this
ship?”

“Uh, well. Don’t remember, it’ll come
to me.”

“You tell me when it does.” Buster
shook her head and checked her fighter over. The machine was
hanging so it pointed down towards the lower hull and the punter
launch system. It would be her second trip out in the same fighter,
without her SIO this time. They had retooled the systems to run
with one pilot. The fighter also had a much longer range,
especially with the addition of a wormhole generator. They had
repaired the scorch damage to her number three engine so well she
couldn’t tell if they had regenerated it or replaced the pod
entirely.

As they focused on preparing for their
upcoming mission the other fighters were being rotated towards the
sides of the launch bay. The tracks moved the ships to the left and
right where they were drawn up into the hangar for servicing or
reconfiguration. Buster only assumed they were being loaded with
fusion rounds and other heavy armaments, preparing for something
dire.

“What was I talking about?” Hatter
asked as he began his inspection.

“Armaments.”

“Yeah. Why so heavy?”

“If I were to guess, I’ve got an
encoded message for the captain so we’re not really meant to know
the details.”

“But we were in a wormhole, then we
weren’t? What’s with that?” Hatter asked.

“Man, I’m surprised you were focused
enough to get your certs. You think like a roulette wheel,” Hood
chuckled.

“The live brief said it was some kind
of energy pulse. Dissipates practically anything, I’ve heard of
pirates super charging junk in transport lanes to do the same
thing. In this case they managed to find our wormhole, plot a
course along side and knock us off our rails.”

“So we’re getting torn apart by
pirates?”

“No, we’re getting nailed by some corp
who wants to collect on a bounty or some kind of repo.”

“That’s one big repo. Wonder what the
pay’s like.

“Let’s just say big.”

“So, um,” Hatter started as he
inspected his fighter.

“Yeah?” Buster prompted. She hated when
he started a thought and just left it hanging for seconds or
minutes at a time.

“So this disruption pulse, the one they
used to kill our wormhole, if it can burst a bubble that big, with
that much directional force, could they like put out a
sun?”

“Nope, that’s way off
scale.”

“Off scale?”

Buster shook her head and replied,
“Okay, disrupting a wormhole is like blowing out a candle.
Disrupting a sun is like putting out a fusion reaction
bare-handed.”

“Ah, gotcha. Okay so how did they find
something moving through a wormhole? I mean, I could do the math,
but there’s always the curve, you know? A chance that your target
isn’t moving in a straight line or the space you’re targeting is so
different on the inside that you can’t predict what’ll happen if
you try to pop it.”

“Wormholes don’t move.”

“Yeah, I know.
Triton’s wormholes are
created ahead and behind, compressing space between and the ship
moves through, blah, blah. But how did they find us? I mean, Ash’s
pretty good at the stick and everything.”

“They found us because we’re moving
very slowly with only half our main thrusters and because they
probably have a micro wormhole generator that was able to extend
their scanning range,” Buster replied as she started climbing into
her cockpit.

“Sounds expensive.”

“Yup, it’s expensive. I
don’t know if Triton has that kind of tech.”

“But we just got a hyper transmitter...
same thing, right?”

Hood dropped into his cockpit seat and
sighed. “It’s in how you use it. If I set you up with a hyper
transmitter that could pop a thousand micro wormholes a second
would you know how to pair it with the sensors so you could take
that many pictures?”

“No, but I bet Finn would. Guy’s some
kind of genius.”

“I’ve met him, he’s a hard working tech
with a good head on his shoulders. Chief Grady says ‘go crawl down
that deep, dark shaft,’ and he says ‘yes, Sir. Can I bring my bed
roll, Sir?’ You’ve got to respect his dedication. I don’t think he
sleeps, either, just lives on stims and meal bars.”

“Sounds like he made an impression,”
Hood teased. “Planning a trip to the techie berths?”

All three of them were silent as they
started their pre-flight diagnostics and their cockpit canopies
sealed.

Buster couldn’t help but feel strange
being all alone in the two seat Uriel fighter. “You know I don’t
fraternize. Just because Captain seems to think giving in to our
hormones aboard ship will help us relax doesn’t mean I have to
follow suit.”

“What’s wrong? Have a flameout with
someone on your last ship?”

Buster would have hated her call-sign
if it didn’t sound so good. Sonya had been named thusly after
waking up the Wing Commander and reporting evidence of nocturnal
activities near her bunk. He had her point out the offending bunks
and all he did was ensure that the privacy curtains sound dampening
systems were activated then went back to bed after giving her a
grin and a thumb’s up. She wasn’t aware of Wing Commander Minh
Chu’s offbeat sense of humour until then.

She was embarrassed and irritated by
his solution. Hatter, of all people, was the one to point out that
ship policy allowed fraternization while off-duty. He spread the
word that she’d bust couples sharing a bunk if they left their
sound dampeners off or curtains open. Before she knew it, ‘Buster’
had been laser etched onto the side of her starfighter. “I’m not
going to dignify that question with an answer, Hatter.”

“It wasn’t very dignified in the first
place, but whatever.”

Their diagnostic cycles completed and
the fighters were moved down from the track into the punter. In the
dim light, all Buster could see through her cockpit window was the
thick launch bay hatch.

“I know why you took me on this
mission; I’m your Sensor Intercept Officer and an experienced
pilot, but why did you snag Hatter?” asked Hood on a private
channel.

“Hatter’s got reflexes beyond the curve
and he’s a savant at compression mechanics. He calculated a
wormhole manually for his final qualification and he’s got his FTL
ticket.”

“Wow. I haven’t calculated a jump
manually since college. Even then, it was table top, not in a sim.
How’d he get his ticket anyway?”

“Ask Ronin. Something in his file
convinced him he could be trusted with a fighter equipped with a
faster than light system. Hell, he’s even cleared for shuttle and
drop ship service.”

“I’m not cleared for drop ship service.
I wonder what Ronin knows about him that we’re not cleared
for?”

“This is Ronin we’re talking about.
He’s a friendly mystery wrapped in a weird little wise package.
It’s like flying beside a Zen master who’s one bottle short of a
six pack.”

Hatter burst out laughing. “But I think
everyone likes him, and he can lick anyone in a simulator while
spouting off proverbs. He’s a rare one.”

“Guys? My comm still working?” Hatter
asked on the public channel.

“It’s working fine, we’re just deep in
quiet contemplation,” Buster replied.

“Couldn’t help but notice there’s no
departure time set on this mission. Know how long we’ll be
here?”

Buster checked her command
and control unit for status information from the bridge. “Looks
like the Triton’s about to start decelerating, we could punt at any
time.”


Chapter 5

Landing

 


The
wounded on the bridge had been tended to, several of the staff had
been replaced and the atmosphere was quiet, tense. Only a few small
sections of the deck glowed red; emergency inertial dampeners had
been installed to replace most of the burned out units. Everyone
knew that there were three battlecruisers searching for them, that
they were moving at great speed on a course that took them in a
wide curve, and that the safe haven they sought could be more
dangerous than their attackers.

Oz watched as the broad
scale hologram began to display the Triton in relation to a pair of
planetoids and a massive cluster of large asteroids
behind.

“We have to slow down,” Laura advised
from her field control station.

“How much?” asked Oz.

“A lot more, relative speed of under
one hundred klicks per second before we enter the dust
cloud.”

“Panloo?”

The nafalli finished listening to her
navigator and nodded. “It will be close, I’m increasing our reverse
thrust now.”

“We’re going to show up on their
scanners like a small comet,” Agameg advised. “They’ll have our
exact position.”

“What about when we’re deeper inside
the micro-nebula?” Oz asked.

“Laura is right. If we are not moving
slowly enough for our gravitational repulsion shield to move the
dust away from the hull, it will cause friction and we will look
much like this, only smaller.” Agameg brought up a hologram of the
asteroid they were looking to touch down on. The leading side was
red hot, behind it trailed scorching particles. “It’s not actually
a real comet, only a large asteroid in a group that’s moving
through the nebula and colliding with dust and gas, causing
friction and a great deal of heat,” said Agameg.

“What kind of dust is it? Any chance of
mass combustion?”

“No, it’s only an interstellar dust
cloud. In nine years it’ll be absorbed by a planetoid.”

“Lucky we found it here then.” Oz
watched the holodisplays as a counter came up, indicating that
they’d be entering the miniature nebula in less than ten seconds.
With a glance, he could see they were still moving a little too
fast. He looked to Liam Grady’s holographic representation to his
right. “How are the thrusters?”

“Operating below tolerances, but
straining. I can’t give you more power than Panloo is
using.”

“Long range projectiles incoming,”
Agameg announced as he marked over fifty incoming missiles on the
main tactical hologram.

Oz looked at the shield status and was
satisfied that they read at ninety three percent of full charge.
“No evasive manoeuvres, just decelerate so we don’t turn into a
great big flare when we hit the dust.”

The projectiles swept past
the Triton, the
closest of them coming within five kilometres. “I just confirmed,
they’re using hyperspace torpedoes.”

“It’s like these guys are collecting a
bounty on our hull and we just don’t matter. Has this crew built
hyperspace torpedoes before?”

“No, there’s an order for manufacturing
to make them, but they’re backlogged,” Agameg reported.

“Damn,” said Oz.

“Do you want me to move them up in the
queue?”

“No, we’re better off evading and
having the manufacturing crews help with work outside the ship. I
just hope they can’t get a fix on us after we’ve taken
cover.”

“Sir, if those torpedoes struck-” began
Agameg.

“I know. We’d have breaches across the
ship. Whoever launched that group of fifty isn’t too happy right
about now. That’s an expensive miss.”

The trio of battlecruisers were
incoming just under the speed of light. The tactical information
accompanying them informed Oz that they were using hyperspace to
catch up.

“They’re trying to get to us before we
enter the dust cloud,” Oz muttered. “They’re coming in too fast for
evasive manoeuvres. Fire what you can, Agameg, no torpedoes,
they’ll be too slow.”

“Yes, Sir.”

The ship was enveloped by
the thick nebula and everyone could hear the inertial dampeners
strain for a moment as the Triton
met the resistant field of particles.

“We’re flaring. Slow down,” Laura
advised. “Unless you want to sandblast through several millimetres
of our outer hull.”

“Thruster three’s pylon is showing
above tolerance stress. We can’t keep this up,” Engineering Chief
Grady’s hologram announced.

“Ordering Gunnery Chief Frost to fire
high velocity slugs for thirty seconds,” Agameg announced. “Most of
them should make it through the edge of the cloud and have a good
chance of striking the lead battlecruiser unless they change
course.”

“Price, you sure this mark is right?
We’re firing into open space,” Chief Frost said over the tactical
comm.

“Use his mark, Chief,” Oz
reinforced. The Triton finally slowed down enough so their gravitational shielding
was able to repel the nebula’s thick dust and the impact shields
began to recover.

“Aye, on the mark.”

“Chief Vercelli, launch our three
birds,” Oz ordered.

“Aye. Punting in five
seconds.”

The asteroid grouping and their three
planetoids were far beneath, and Oz couldn’t help but suck air in
through his teeth at the sight of the monolithic fireballs as they
closed in. “Can we land on this trajectory?”

“It’s fine,” Panloo’s navigator barked
over his shoulder. “We’ll have to accelerate at the last moment so
we strike our landing coordinates properly.”

“Don’t let the computer do all the
work, recheck your course as you plot,” Oz ordered.

“Easy big guy, I think he’s got it,”
Jason reassured with a whisper.

Oz watched as the tactical
display switched to short range. Their long range sensors couldn’t
read through the cloud. The Uriel fighters launched and made haste
to the opposite edge of the cloud. More information on the cluster
of asteroids moving beneath the Triton was becoming available. The
final course was plotted for them to land on the flattest space
available on the rear of one of the largest flaming cosmic bodies
and he immediately started rechecking the navigator’s calculations.
“If you think we’re in bad shape now, imagine what a minor
misjudgement could do to us.”

“I know, but you’ve got to trust your
staff. I’ve seen this helm team’s scores, they’re good.”

Oz finished rechecking the calculations
and nodded. “The math is solid, I’ll give him that.”

“All guns, cease fire,” Agameg ordered
calmly from the tactical station.

The Triton’s railguns stopped firing as
she manoeuvred through a layer of agitated, flaming dust. The
lumbering carrier moved behind the broadest asteroid. It was just
ahead, and several members of the bridge staff braced themselves as
the main thrusters fired hard to regain enough speed to make
contact.

The front of the ship was pointed
directly at their landing site. It loomed closer and closer until
Panloo finally stopped accelerating and rotated the large carrier
so her heavy landing struts were in position to make
contact.

Oz clamped his jaw shut as he watched
the ship drift off course slightly.

“We could dose you with something, calm
you down a bit, maybe?” Jason whispered, smiling
impishly.

Oz shot him a stern look
then returned his focus to the navigational data displayed on the
centre bulkhead. The representation of what was going on around
the Triton bathed
the bridge in flickering red as the faux window displays showed the
view of flaming particles all around the ship and the asteroid they
followed. They drifted gently back on course, the distance reading
changing from kilometres to metres. Their speed reset so it was
relative to the asteroid, not to the field, and Oz couldn’t help
but breathe a sigh of relief as it switched from hundreds of
kilometres per second to sixty three kilometres per
hour.

With a low, thrumming sound,
the Triton’s undercarriage touched the asteroid and Panloo’s navigator
engaged the drills and clamps that would secure them to the
asteroids surface.

Oz glanced to Agameg and checked the
compositional readings of the asteroid for himself. Out of the
corner of his eye he could see the issyrian doing the same in just
as much of a rush. “It’s not going to work,” Oz stated
plainly.

“We’re drilling thirty meters in, we’ll
be secure,” reassured Panloo’s co-pilot.

Oz checked the readings again and saw
how loosely packed that side of the asteroid was. “Get ready to
maintain a drift, Panloo. Those makeshift moorings won’t hold us.
Stop drilling.”

“They’ll hold,” argued the
navigator.

“If you drill and kick up debris when
the mooring posts shift, the repair teams might not survive it.
Stop. That’s an order.”

Panloo’s navigator irritably shut down
the undercarriage drilling systems and started reversing them
slowly. “Funny, I’ve never seen you in the sim doing my job,” he
muttered.

“You just lost your leisure
materializer rations for a week,” Oz growled.

Panloo’s navigator whirled in his seat.
“I can’t help that the slug handling tactical can’t remember to run
a topographical analysis before we touch down! You should know
better than to put a shifter in charge of weaponry and combat
sensors!”

“Stow the attitude. We’re not
discussing his performance. Report to me after your
shift.”

“What? Why?” he demanded.

“If you have a problem with a member of
my staff you have a problem with me, and I settle my problems off
the bridge. Now do your duty, Navigator,” Oz ordered flatly from
the command seat.

Everyone busied themselves; no one
wanted to be caught gaping. Agameg couldn’t help but let a smile
creep across his thin lips.

“Tim’s lucky you’re here,” Jason
whispered, nodding at the co-pilot as he turned back towards his
control. “Jake would have taken his station and shot
him.”

“You think?”

“He doesn’t tolerate
racism.”

“Neither do I.”

“He enjoys shooting people a
lot more and he finished the nav qualifier for the
Triton last
week.”

“Good point.” Oz finished double
checking the ship’s status and cleared his throat. “All right,
we’re going to concentrate on repairs. Double shifts and double
quick. Chief Grady, how are our chances of getting those main
thrusters installed?”

“It’s not a good idea,” Liam Grady’s
hologram answered.

“What problems can we expect when
you’re finished?”

“We’re sure to get contamination in
several key parts of the system. That could lead to sudden power
drops, overheating in parts of the assembly and accelerated
internal corrosion.”

“But you can burn some of the debris
out of the thrusters and service them from the inside once they’re
installed, right?” asked Oz.

Liam’s nodding holographic avatar
appeared in the tertiary command seat. “I’ll get the teams working.
They’ll be in place within the hour and connected in less than two.
We’ll be servicing those thruster pods for weeks,
though.”

“You know, if there was another
way-”

“I know, we need speed if we’re going
to get clear of those battlecruisers. I’ll update you with our
progress in an hour. All repair and maintenance teams have been
dispatched.”

“Good. Let’s get patched up so we can
make a run for it.”


Chapter 6

New Versailles

 


“This system is corrupt. Permissions have been rewritten,” the
various displays throughout Regent Tower spat back at anyone trying
to access any information or function. Analysts across the city
attempted to combat the aggressive digital entity as it spread like
a drop of ink in water.

The bright sea of light that was New
Versailles flickered and quaked as autonomous functions were
re-tasked and shut down for purposes that were known to only the
originator of the infection, Gabriel Meunez.

The traffic lanes crisscrossing the sky
halted, leaving millions hovering. Impatient night commuters tried
to break their lanes, to make their way around the hundreds of
kilometres of still traffic only to be incinerated by orbital
defence platforms.

For the first time in decades, a battle
ship descended from orbit and docked with the very top of Regent
Tower. The long combat vessel made the smooth, cleanly designed
building look lopsided and top heavy, as though it had grown an
undesirable, geometrically out of place appendage. Not a single
shot was fired at the invader as it cast its narrow shadow over the
city below.

There were no shock troopers heralding
his arrival. There was no need to damage the buildings, exterior or
interior. Gabriel walked down the debarkation hall from his ship
straight into the upper docking centre.

Synthetic valets decorated with red
vests and ties painted on their torsos watched Gabriel as he passed
and took positions behind. Their blue and green eyes gleamed, as
though they were eager, searching for something. Guards in combat
armour burst through side doors, moving to block his passage into
the main building with assault rifles at the ready. “Halt! This is
your only warning!”

Gabriel ignored them. Tears rolled down
his cheeks, a grin splitting his face unnaturally and the veins in
his neck, forehead, and temples standing out on his flushed skin.
“How do you want to die today?” he breathed. Every display in the
city echoed his question.

“Fire!” ordered the lead soldier. Every
weapon in the tower displayed the same message: “Error 1441.”
Instead of thousands of pulse rounds filling the air, there was
absolutely nothing.

Gabriel regarded the security captain
then looked over his forty nine men. With a thought and a sneer
that only replaced his grin momentarily, their armour sealed. In
the space of three seconds, their independent environmental systems
increased the gravity in their suits, crushing organs and bones
alike. Everyone wearing armour on that floor suffered the same
fate. The main doors leading into the upper observation room opened
to admit Gabriel and his small group of eight valets.

The way had already been cleared. Word
had spread that there would be a fire fight at the top of the
building and the humans who were enjoying their evening until only
minutes before had evacuated via the stairs. Panic had already
taken one life.

Gabriel strode across the open gallery
floor, his teeth chattering, grinding together as he tried to
control the mad rush of information streaming through his diseased
mind. The power, the pressure, the pleasure of being connected to
billions of terminals at once through a network unlike any he’d
dreamt of was nirvana.

The virus created in the cybernetic
computer nested in his organic brain had eventually begun creating
connections with his biological mind, and like the onset of a new
addiction it tempted and teased him with sensations and dreams that
were so alien, so utterly strange and amazing, that he couldn’t
experience them anywhere else. The virus became the lens through
which he saw the universe, whether interfacing with it digitally or
looking with his own soft biological eyes and it left him no other
choice but to embrace it, to welcome it in with equal parts terror
and awe. It needed to reach out, to express the bio-digital
perfection that resided in Gabriel.

Control was the challenge. He would
devour the entire solar system like a famished god, swallow the
branching networks whole, but it wouldn’t satisfy him for long.
There would be nothing left, no one left, and he’d be empty.
Billions must survive. Like ants they would scurry through their
tunnels, back to the perception of safety in their homes, and he
would become their master. Nothing on the surface of the planet was
untouched by technology and he would be connected to all of
it.

The private elevator leading to the
office of the president opened and he stepped inside. President
Paolo Weir wasn’t within; he was five hundred kilometres to the
east in a personal vehicle, trying to decide whether to stay with
the stuck traffic or take his chances, try and avoid the orbital
defence system.

Gabriel stepped out of the elevator and
walked up the steps to the thickly padded desk chair. By the time
he sat down it had adjusted to his form. A fleeting thought to kill
the president passed through his mind and the nearest defence
cannon fired, reducing him and his vehicle to a mass of molten
metal and ash.

“Oops,” Gabriel chuckled shortly. He
reclined in the chair and let his mind expand into the network,
commanding the hypertransmitters to extend his reach with hundreds
of micro-wormholes to as many solar systems.

Security systems throughout the
building went on high alert, killing anyone within four hundred
meters of the office, erecting safety barriers and energy shielding
strong enough to withstand several direct antimatter enhanced
nuclear attacks.

He sighed as the remaining systems on
the planet fell under his control and he began taking every foreign
dignitary, high ranking visiting business person, or borrowed
resource hostage. Gabriel’s mind peered through the activities of
millions of individuals per second using surveillance, automated
systems and all of the individual androids across the globe. With
unmerciful expediency, he ordered anyone showing dissent killed and
in ten heartbeats it was done.

The next task on his list
was completed in short order: search for any mention of Jacob
Valance or the Triton. To his surprise, his query was answered with a report that
was only minutes old. A Caran Enterprises battle group was
registering the Triton as a fresh capture and inquiring with Regent Galactic about
the bounty. A quick mental glance at information on Caran
Enterprises’ financial situation prompted a scoff. They were deeply
in debt, most of their distress caused by the majority of their
products turning on their masters after the Holocaust Virus
struck.

With a thought, Gabriel
activated a hyper transmitter and purchased the entire company,
saving it from a financial ruin that loomed in the near future but
more importantly, giving him the opportunity to assume control of
the battle group in pursuit of Jacob Valance’s ship,
Triton. He issued a
series of orders to the battle group commanders and relaxed,
satisfied that all his hardships had led to something so much
greater than he could have ever expected.

For days he cursed Eve for infecting
him with the virus that merged his biological and cybernetic minds,
wracked his nervous system with pain that, if unmedicated, would
disable him entirely, but as he sat at the centre of a new empire
of information, he praised her wisdom. That sentiment was what he
sent through a high compression wormhole to Pandem. She would know
everything she had to, that he’d taken control of their masters,
that for the first time the systems of over a hundred worlds were
connected to one mind and that her disciple had found
paradise.

Traffic resumed, all the lights came
back on, and under his watchful eye the people were informed that
they had a new master, that they were to go about their business
and enjoy the rest of their evening. It was his will that they
believe the world was safe again. The Order of Eden would replace
Regent Galactic in every world he could touch, and he would use the
face of the Child Prophet to lead them to purity.


Chapter 7

Hood

 


Hood watched his tactical display closely through his heads up
display. The balance between the energy he had set to recharge his
shields and the rising power level in the wormhole generator was
perfect. His shield charge bounced between ninety nine point seven
percent and one hundred percent of nominal as his Uriel fighter
collided with the heavy particles in the nebula.

The brown and blue matter parted around
the ship, just centimetres away from the cockpit canopy. He’d never
flown through such a dense dust cloud and was amazed at how the
Uriel fighters so easily survived the passage.

“Hood, how’s your charge? I can barely
get a read through this muck,” Buster’s voice crackled over their
communicators.

He enjoyed being her Sensor Intercept
Officer, but having his own ship was a higher thrill. “Reserve
cells are almost at full. How are yours?”

“Good. I’ll be ready to open a wormhole
as soon as we get past the edge of the nebula. If you can call this
cloud a nebula.”

“More like God farted and moved on, if
you ask me. I haven’t seen so much brown since I cleaned the
latrines aboard the Mayberry Twelve,” commented Hatter.

“I don’t need to hear that story
again,” said Buster.

“But you enjoyed it so much the first
time.”

“I threw up in my mouth a little,
actually,” Buster replied.

The pair were always good for banter,
whether it was during a holographic strategy table game in the
bunks or on patrol. Hood couldn’t say Buster and Hatter were
friends, but there was an ease, a familiarity the pair enjoyed that
he normally saw only in family.

Buster would never admit it, and Hatter
would laugh it off, but the squad leader and the squad clown got
along, and it didn’t take long for them to sort things out if
Hatter screwed up. Hood didn’t trust the scrawny pilot, but if
Buster could trust him enough to bring him along, he felt he could
give him a chance.

“Coming up on the edge of the nebula,”
Buster announced.

The starfighter trio broke through the
edge of the dust cloud, and Hood couldn’t help but be surprised at
how sudden the change was. From a soup of brown and white debris to
open space. A trail of the stuff followed them for several
kilometres.

His tactical panel and heads up display
lit up with red markers. “Oh my God, you seeing this Buster?” he
asked as he checked the ship profiles.

“Can’t miss it.”

“Can’t wait to tell this story; ‘so we
come out of this cloud of space crap and what do we see? A whole
deep space carrier group four hundred thousand klicks to port.’
That’s gonna be a hit in the bunks,” Hatter muttered.

“I hope you’re making calculations for
our wormhole over there, Hatter,” Buster threatened.

“Oh, hell yeah!”

While the pair went on, Hood
took a closer look at the scan. “That carrier is five klicks long,
four wide, and they’ve got about twenty destroyers and
battlecruisers with them. We’ve got to warn Triton.”

“We have our orders, contact the Clever
Dream. Deliver the encrypted message. Besides, there’s no way
they’ll try to come out of the cloud at this end. They’ll have a
good shot at avoiding this… armada.”

Hood hurriedly programmed a
time released message beacon, copied a capture from his sensor
suite to it and launched the small orb behind them into the cloud.
“That won’t start transmitting until it’s in range of the
Triton.”

“If they didn’t spot us before, they
have now,” Buster scolded. “How are those calcula-” An intense
flash of light burst in front of them.

When Hood’s eyes adjusted, there was
nothing but scorched wreckage where Buster’s fighter had been. His
tactical display told him her Uriel had been destroyed by a high
powered antimatter particle beam.

“Holy shit! Buster! What happened?”
Hatter asked.

“Send me your calculations, Hatter,”
said Hood.

“But Buster! Can you get a read on her?
Her cockpit section isn’t here, it must have been blown into the
cloud! We have to-”

“She’s gone! Her cockpit was vaporized!
Now send me your calculations so we can get the hell out of
here!”

Hatter didn’t reply.

“You can mourn her later, just finish
that math before we-” The calculations for his wormhole compression
and course appeared on his navigational display, sent over by
encrypted laser link as they had been trained to do. There would be
no way the carrier group could find out where they were going or
how long it would take them to get there.

“Hood, they’re leaving.
Look.”

He looked at his tactical display and
couldn’t believe his eyes. “What the hell? Their transponders just
flipped from Caran Enterprises to Regent Galactic. Something big is
going down and I don’t plan to be a part of it.”

“So they kill-” Hatter took a
shuddering breath before going on, “her and just move
on.”

“Biggest wormhole I’ve ever seen, and
they’re all taking off. Let’s not stick around for any parting pot
shots.” Hatter didn’t bother verifying the wormhole calculations,
he just dumped all the power his fighter had in reserve and stored
in its shields into the wormhole generator. The power systems
whined as the space in front of them distorted.

With a burst from their thrusters, they
entered the compressed space and left the wreckage of their squad
leader’s starfighter behind.


Chapter 8

Dissent

 


The
alert caught everyone in the command chain by surprise. There was a
fire in the Botanical Gallery. As the most well protected section
of the ship, it was reserved for families and working civilians. It
also played host to a beautiful growing and leisure garden that put
some small planetary parks to shame with its earth seeded trees,
grass, and upright food planters. The first significant crop was
only weeks away and the next would come even faster.

Oz, Jason, and Laura all made their way
with haste to the centre of the ship. They knew Engineering Chief
Liam Grady would get there first and that was a significant
reassurance to Oz, who was at the same time outraged and
nervous.

The Botanical Gallery hadn’t sustained
any significant damage; it was on a separate inertial dampening
system that had its own backup power supply. First responder
security officers who put out the fire reported it has been
intentionally set.

“Where did the report say the fire came
from?” asked Laura, the lead energy field specialist on the ship
and Jason’s wife.

“It was an empty second level
apartment. Fifteen people were recorded entering after the seal on
it was broken,” Oz replied. He’d known Laura for ages it seemed,
since he met her in simulations before his service with her on the
First Light.

“Was one of them our astrophysicist
friend?” Jason asked. His composure was level and easy, he was
rarely anything else.

“Yup, but Captain marked a few other
people who were in and out of the apartment as trouble. The rest
were civilians, none from the slave ships.”

They stopped in front of one of the
security doors leading into the Botanical Gallery. Jason brought up
his clearance code and ordered it open. The deck rumbled at the
passage of the two meter thick, solid metal door being drawn back
and to the side. The floor was polished silver from the friction
the seldom repeated motion caused.

The smell left in the wake of the smoke
wafted at the three. Oz couldn’t place it, nor could Jason, but
Laura’s eyes went wide. “Did security identify what they were
burning?”

“They said it was from the garden,
they’re still gathering details.”

“It smells like wood.”

Oz led his companions past a small
group of security guards and through the open apartment door. The
main room had a sofa, two chairs, and a sideboard. A spiral
stairway led upstairs to the bedrooms. He stepped inside and
glanced down the small hallway leading to the kitchenette and half
bathroom. There were more signs of smoke there.

One uniformed guard stepped in front of
his squad of seven and retracted his face plate. He was dressed in
full black boarding armour. Horizontal slats of flexible metal
crossed the entire surface of the suit. They protected personal
shield emitters, inertial dampeners, and a thin layer of artificial
muscle that worked with the wearer. Oz’s suit was thinner by
comparison, missing the extra armour layer and heavier gravity
compensation systems the guards’ squad had installed. This guard
was an issyrian who had modified his appearance slightly so the
fine, slick rows of tendrils across his cheeks and the top lip of
his mouth were hidden by smooth skin. It gave him a streamlined
appearance that would have almost been feminine if it weren’t for
his large red eyes. Agameg had never looked menacing, but he could
imagine how this issyrian guard could. “They started the fire in
the kitchen, Sir. It looks like they used the stove to light
several branches. There was no permanent damage,
Commander.”

“Thank you. Did forensic scanning point
to any specific suspects?”

“There is evidence of five people who
were in direct contact with the branches and the stove. Only one of
them is known as a trouble maker. I’ve updated my
report.”

Oz looked past the guard to
the soot stained ceiling leading to the kitchenette. If it weren’t
for years of experience in controlling temper, it would have gotten
the best of him. The report listed Edward Stoppard and Leland March
with the most exposure to the combustibles. He knew Edward, had
watched him storm off the Flight Command Deck, feeling ignored and
undervalued. He had no right to assume he’d get any more attention
than any other specialist. Astrophysicist or not, he had to follow
the chain of command and information. It might take two or three
people to do his job, but it was worth replacing him to avoid this
drama. His eye lingered on Leland March’s grinning photo and he
couldn’t help but get a little heated. Now
this one I’ve heard of. Lied about his qualifications, nearly got a
whole crew killed, and it says he’s lodged nine complaints at his
new position on the ship, Crewman’s Mate. The lowest rank we have.
He deserves less.

He could hear shouting outside, and
behind it was the sound of a murmuring crowd. Oz closed his eyes
and tried to press his rising frustration away.

“Thank you, Kameri,” Jason said to the
issyrian guardsman. “You’ve been doing a great job while the
security chief and her lieutenants have been off-ship.”

“My pleasure. I’m only glad I could
adequately attempt to fill her considerable boots. Stephanie makes
it look easy.”

“What’s happening outside?” Oz asked as
he turned towards the door. He didn’t pause for a response but
walked straight across the concourse to the railing. The park in
the Botanical Gallery was a riot of natural colours with full grown
trees, a stream, ponds, flower beds, and vertical food planters
that had young vines climbing at their feet. A couple of trees were
slightly askew, and one planter was leaning, but the botanical
gallery had weathered the recent turbulence well from the little he
could see. The lush centre was so large it wasn’t possible to see
it all from his vantage point, and the apartments surrounding it
went on for what seemed like forever.

It was the best place to live on the
ship. The rest of the great vessel could be completely destroyed
and the botanical gallery would most likely survive. It had its own
life support, backup power systems, and even enough escape craft
for half the crew, all carefully hidden out of sight but in easy
reach. The only complaint he’d heard from residents was the lack of
windows, which the ship made up for with entire walls that could
display images so life-like that many forgot they were in the
centre of a large carrier.

The safety and beauty of the botanical
gallery only made what Oz saw next worse. There was a crowd of
fifty or so people gathered on the lowest level of the garden.
Guards were stopping them from going up the ramp that led to the
second floor concourse where Oz was standing.

Oz’s temperament was cool
and level until he heard a familiar voice shouting, “My apartment’s
up there! I have a right to that level as much as any security
officer!” It was Edward. He was at the lead of the crowd,. The
sight of him screaming red faced at one of the Triton soldiers was infusing the
environment with a combative mood.

“This could go wrong,” Jason said
quietly.

“It could turn into something...” Laura
inhaled deeply as she looked down at the gathering crowd. “…bad.
Really bad.”

“How much of their food and leisure
rations are Botanical Gallery residents using on average?” Oz asked
Jason over his shoulder.

“Most use their entire allotment daily.
There’s also a new market for trading rations. It’s still early,
but it could become a problem,” said an unfamiliar voice from
behind.

He half turned and looked to the woman
who came to stand beside Laura. She looked as irritated as he
felt.

“I’m Mischa. When we settled here,
Captain Valance accepted me as civilian leader. I assume you’re Oz.
I mean, Commander McPatrick.”

He couldn’t help but pause a moment as
he looked at her. Much like the rest of the civilians who lived in
the Botanical Gallery, she didn’t wear a vacsuit he could see. She
wore a loose, long dark blue skirt and a light scoop necked cream
blouse with long sleeves. Most of the civilians made their
underclothes out of reshaped emergency vacsuits that would expand
around their entire bodies under their clothing in an emergency,
and he found himself hoping that she was wearing one somewhere
underneath. “Good to meet you.”

“I’m sorry I’m late to this party, but
my apartment door wouldn’t open. Security just bypassed me out.”
She blew a curl of her long dark hair out of her face. “Did he do
it?”

“I’m about to find out,” Oz said as he
turned towards the crowd. The group was growing, though most of the
newcomers seemed to be observing rather than joining in on the
shouting match that was underway. Oz strode to the top of the broad
rampway. “You have my attention, Edward!” he boomed.

The crowd quieted, Edward looked to Oz
between two guards who stood in his way. “So this is what it takes
to get one of you officers down here!” he sneered.

“What do you want?”

“What do we-” Edward looked to the
people around him as though insulted and astounded by Oz’s
question. “Do you have a couple of hours? I mean, let’s start with
not getting paid!”

“You’re being given credit against
service, room, board, and luxury rations on the materializers. If
there’s any cash owing when the ship is safe and you leave, you’ll
get it,” Oz answered in a clear, loud voice. Out of the corner of
his eye he watched Mischa, who stood with arms crossed, staring
down the ramp.

“You call that payment? It’s less than
a tenth of my last salary and I can’t even spend the credits aboard
unless I trade with one of the civilian shops and they’re all
service. There’s nowhere to buy anything and we haven’t seen a port
in as long as I can remember!”

Oz’s patience was fraying. “If you can
find a position off-ship that pays more, we’ll be happy to drop you
off at the next port.”

“And when would that be? Where will
that be? We don’t have any say over where we end up or what we’re
doing! We’re not all soldiers hell bent on getting ourselves killed
in some hopeless uprising, some of us have careers and more
important things to do!”

Oz couldn’t believe what he was
hearing. “You were right beside me on the command deck when we last
tried to pull into a safe port. There was no haven to be
had.”

“That asteroid mess was supposed to be
a safe port?” Edward screeched.

“Yes! And like so many ports out here,
it’s run into hard times.”

“Hard times? Slavers!
Killers! What are we doing out here anyway? Oh yeah! I almost
forgot! They’re hunting for us, these Regent people. Anyone who
served on Triton gets public execution, isn’t that right, Commander?” he spat
the last, mocking the rank.

Oz didn’t know what he was
about to say. If it were a military ship, the entire front two rows
of the crowd would spend the next week in the brig or confined to
quarters. He wanted more than anything to command the
Triton troops to stun
Edward and his group of dissenters and drag them all to a small
room where they could argue amongst themselves for a few
days.

A hand landed on his
shoulder from behind and he couldn’t have been more relieved to see
Chief Engineer Liam Grady. He was wearing his thick cotton blue
robes, cinched at the waist by a thick red belt with the
Triton silver skull flag
imprinted on the end. “Would you like a hand?” he asked in a
soothing, low tone.

Oz couldn’t help but notice that his
other hand touched the middle of Mischa’s back with telling
familiarity.

“Please,” Oz said around a long
exhale.

“Oh, here he comes, the teacher.
Everyone quiet down while he buys the officers time,” mocked
Edward.

“I couldn’t help but overhear you,
Edward. There’s no need for this, or for your display.”

“My display? They ignored every request
I put in to see an officer over the last twenty hours!”

“I’m talking about the fire, Edward.
You could have gotten someone killed. The suppression system
withdrew all the oxygen from that room until the squadron arrived,”
the chief engineer’s low voice was gentle, but carried over the
crowd. The man was as broad shouldered as Oz, and only a little
shorter, but somehow he seemed like a gentle giant, larger than
life and entirely at ease with himself.

“You’re saying I-”

“Everyone knows you and Leland March
were at the core of this incident. Commander McPatrick could have
you both in the brig along with anyone else who left a trace of
themselves in that apartment but he decided to listen instead,”
reasoned Liam.

“But look what it took to get him down
here!”

Liam smiled slightly and took a moment
to regard Oz with a raised eyebrow. “He’s here now, speak to him.
Ask for solutions, don’t accuse him of not providing
them.”

“That’s just it! He’s not providing! He
gives skilled workers like Leland and me menial jobs and, worse,
pay that’s nothing but an ‘I owe you!’” Edward’s fervour was
fading; the crowd had begun to settle.

“Everyone aboard has food, practical
clothing, and a generous allotment of cumulative leisure rations
for the materializers, manufacturing bay, or for a good time at one
of the entertainment establishments. That’s all free aboard ship,
it doesn’t come out of your credits, which are being counted as
cash, mind you. The captain could have given you credit with some
distant government to delay payment, but he’s offering real cash
instead, pre-exchanged with whatever port you disembark to. Read
the details of the agreement your representative, Mischa, approved
sometime.”

“What use are credits if we can’t use
them with the materializers to boost our so-called luxury rations?
A second pillow cost me fifteen units! We only get twenty five a
day!”

“That’s a compromise everyone makes. It
sounds more like you’re simply worried-”

“Don’t talk down to me, you
condescending son of a-”

“We’re all worried,” Liam spoke over
Edward, his voice filling the rampway and beyond. “We’re all far
from home. Some of our homes are unrecognisable and if we went
back, life would be much harder than it is aboard. There are over
thirteen hundred slaves who are making themselves at home in bunks
made for soldiers, technicians, pilots, and other crewmen. I’ve
visited them and they’re happy. Not one of them has seen this
place.” He gestured to the botanical gallery as a whole. “But
they’re happy to be free. Most of them are looking to be of service
thinking that the bunks they’re moving into will be home for
months, maybe years. Some of them are outside the ship even now,
helping with repairs.”

“They’re used to a lesser standard! How
can we be expected to live trapped here?” Edward
demanded.

“We’re all trapped,” Liam said with a
flat finality that hushed everyone and caught Edward by surprise.
“Until we decide we are free.”

“What kind of-”

“Let me help you find your freedom,”
Liam appealed gently.

Edward seemed to realize that the
majority of the crowd wasn’t interested in supporting him any
longer; they were listening to Chief Grady. He nodded, red
faced.
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