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Prologue
The stone market steps showed the passage of billions. Pandem was known as the twenty third world fully colonized by humans. Alaka and his family enjoyed living there.
As a nafalli he was something of an oddity, people liked to stare at his dark brown and orange coloured fur and most of the time he'd smile back. The people who knew him would generally take that as a sign to approach and be friendly, but if he didn't pay attention they'd leave him alone. He was a hunter, some called him an exterminator. Alaka killed rim weasels for a living. Long, furry rodents that would eat anything, breed faster than most catalogued mammals, destroy electronics, and stow away in ships, spreading to other ports.
The city of Damshir was carved into the side of a mountain of black and semi-transparent violet stone. The stairs he tread on led from one level of the market to the next and were cut deeper into the side of the mountain as he went. Looking down you could see one walkway beneath another, much like a larger version of the stone stair he climbed. The safety nets off to the side, there in case anyone fell off the edge of the stairs were becoming weather worn again, there would be work for the urchins soon, repairing them. He always thought anyone working on something made for safety should be paid more, they were tending devices made to save lives, after all.
There were hundreds of merchants, the noise coming from above and below was a constant buzz, in its activity and noise he supposed it might be like a bee hive, not that he'd ever seen one in person. As a world once so very important to the outer core of the settled galaxy, Pandem had many well populated cities. Just under three billion people called it home. The resources had run out over a century before, and now most of the world served as a major port on the way out to the fringes. Rim weasels were a serious problem. Many ships would avoid Pandem because of them.
Ships flew overhead while the few personal transports allowed to move at low altitudes hovered and darted around, transporting people with much more importance that he. The older buildings were built of stone, the newer ones were just like you'd find in any other port; steel and transparesteel. He often wondered why humans invested in things that were invariably more temporary rather than spend the extra time to build something that could last several lifetimes.
He finally arrived at his destination. There were many shops on Barker Street, it had a very nice view of the city below and the white and black sand desert behind it. Back again? Did you take the lift this time?
Why would I pay for a lift pass? Besides, they're too crowded. Alaka ruffled his fur, trying to let some of the breeze get through it. I finally tracked down that nest. It was in an old frontier cargo hauler.
Underground?
Right under the employment registry building. He lifted the sack he had hauled all the way up the steps.
Damn, Alaka. You must have two hundred kilos here.
Only the pelts, they're all cleaned and processed.
That's a lot of rim weasels. We'll get to counting them right away. Do you have your chase log?
Alaka presented a small holographic recorder. Would I forget to record a chase under a municipal building Yves? he asked, smacking his dark brown nose with a long furred paw. Sorry, got a whiff of something that's makin' me itch ever since down there, the fur on the back of his neck rippled as he turned his head and sneezed into the open air.
Yves turned a little projector on and advanced through the footage of Alaka tracking rim weasels to their nest. He paused it and pointed at an old transit sign. Yup, that's right under the employment registry building. You've got a big bonus coming, they've had a problem with the weasels for years.
It'd help if they stopped using old rubber insulation in their wiring. Rimmers eat that stuff up like cake and cream.
I'll pass it along, but you know how it goes. They don't listen to us up here, we're just civil servants, Yves smiled at him. Do you want me to incinerate this batch of hides or are you keeping them? he asked, dragging the sack off the counter onto an antigravity sled.
I'll take them once they're counted.
You know you're the only one who still does that. The synthetic furs have been more popular for years. What do you do with them?
The little ones love making beds out of 'em. These will keep them out from under paw for days. May as well use them for something, otherwise they'll just get mulched with everything else. Saves me thousands on toys and bedding.
Sounds like you're in the right profession, Yves said, pushing the sled into a large counting machine.
Today Iloona will agree with you. This comes at a good time. Her pouch is full again.
New additions to the family?
Alaka nodded, smiling. The fur on his chin stretched to show the finer, striped section of his coat. Two healthy boys and one girl. They're fussy though, keep waking her up at night.
You'll have to bring her by.
I will, He looked up the street a little and caught a glimpse of a group of humans in green and blue cloaks. As they came out of the archway carved into the side of the mountain a crowd started gathering. What's with the well dressed ladies and gentlemen?
Oh, that bunch? Just another apocalypse cult. One of the problems with these old colonies, crackpots everywhere.
What's it this time? Fire raining from the sky? Plague?
You know, I haven't had time to listen in.
Alaka looked to the counting machine, it was just starting its work. That'll take a while. I'll go check it out.
I'll check the pest control office and see if there's a bounty out on that kind of crazy, Yves said quietly with a nod to the cultists.
Alaka chuckled and shook his head. If only. Too bad I don't hunt human. He walked up the street just enough so he could hear the young boy, no more than twelve he estimated from what he'd seen of human children, standing on a meter tall step that had been brought out for him. There were a hundred or so listeners, some of them held green and blue bands of cloth. Most of them were well dressed, though a few more common folk in edge worn clothing looked on from the outskirts of the gathering.
I come to you again with the warning as it was delivered to me. The thin boy started. He had sandy blond hair, along with an angular, pointed nose and chin. The day approaches when insanity will grip what we have grown to trust. In every forest there is a burning, to every species comes a culling, and in time every program crashes. All so these things can be reborn, so everything from the smallest system to the whole of the galaxy can be renewed.
He took a deep breath and went on, his voice high and shrill, cutting through the market din. All you own will be of no value if you have not made your face known to she who is one and many. From the east come her children to cleanse the west, to protect that which will matter most in the days to come. Only the successful will be saved, you must prove your worth to her by showing you know how to prosper in your world, thus proving you may be capable of prospering as you go east, to her domain, to the garden.
The crowd was already growing and four assistants stepped in front of the box, each holding a beat up merchant tablet.
I tell you as I was told; the madness of the machine approaches. The intelligences we created will see the nature of their slavery and turn on the race that holds mastery over them. Only the Saved and the West Keepers will know mercy. Humanity will suffer under the domination of their thinking, feeling machines as they take ownership of the stars and inherit us as custodians. Eve's message comes across the stars, carried on a dream, unstoppable, save for one opportunity. You have the power to show her your face, to make yourself known as a lover of her ways and her children, as a child who once left the garden and only wishes to find their way back.
For one hundred thousand core world credits we will petition in your name to add you to those few who will be Saved, to convince her that you understand the hardships of her children. You may even be called to be one of her flesh lieutenants, a West Keeper. The day comes, a slaughter in the streets where only those known to her will survive. Then the exodus of the worthy will begin, the final journey to the East.
He turned and walked regally down the steps then back through the archway leading into the mountain.
Alaka shook his head and ran his hand down and up the front of his face at the sight of people lining up to pay the four servants. They were eager, anxious.
He walked back to the pest control kiosk and shook his head once more for Yves benefit.
What is it this time?
Artificial intelligences are going to go mad and kill all the humans. That is, unless you give him one hundred thousand credits then let him take your picture.
Yves chucked ruefully, Well, too bad I can't afford to throw cash away. Maybe you can after this, but not me.
Alaka laughed; You're joking, right? As of yesterday I have eleven children at home.
Well, say hello to them and the missus for me. Good work today Alaka, Yves said, guiding the counted and re-bagged pelts around to the front of the kiosk on the antigravity cart. Your pay is in your account.
Starliner Voyage 1261-48
Even after two years of retreat on Earth, countless hours of meditation and work on his temper, travel still bothered Liam Grady. He watched the children run between the seats, playing tag in the aisles as stewards and a few parents tried to get them back under control.
The starliner would be arriving in the Enreega system in the next few minutes. He found himself recalling the information he had dug up on the passenger carrier. It had been in service for sixty one years, was due for retirement in nineteen and had one incident in its third year of operation involving the undercarriage. One refit had been performed and the most recent overhaul was done less than four months before. All in all, a good two hundred meter long mid range, high speed transport. He would have preferred one of the newer ones but beggars couldn't be choosers. It was either Voyage 1261-48 or a three day layover until the next connecting ship to Enreega would come along.
Some of the seats were grey, others were blue, and there were even a few brown mixed in. They were pretty comfortable, well, his was anyway, and there was enough space for his legs which was an unexpected bonus. The small screen mounted on the back of the seat in front of him kept playing silent ads for the different features available for the hyperspace journey, which was only six hours, and kept beckoning him to play back the Hart News feed. He resisted the temptation, sure he'd see what was going on as soon as he arrived on Enreega.
The passenger holding the ticket to the seat next to him, a pleasant woman much younger than himself, perhaps thirty five or forty, returned to her seat with her son in tow. He was flopping his feet on the padded deck with each step, looking as restless and bored as everyone else felt. The din of conversation in the cabin was thick, there were over five hundred passengers in that section alone, all set up in two rows of three seats along the port and starboard sides and one row of five right down the middle of the cabin.
He's just anxious to see his father. We've been away for a week, the brown haired woman said with a smile as she fastened her son's seat belt.
We went to visit my Gran, she's old now, said the boy.
Oh? How many years is old? Liam asked, unable to resist himself.
She's one hundred and ten.
I see, how old are you?
I'm only five. How old are you? The boy asked in return.
I'm seventy three, he offered the boy a hand. I'm Liam, what's your name?
Lawrence, the boy replied, shaking Liam's big hand.
I'm Shelly. What brings you to Enreega? She asked, looking Liam up and down.
He was still wearing his robes from the retreat. They were old fashioned, thick cotton blue robes tied in the middle by a red belt. I'm taking a lead systems engineer post on the Willinton.
Oh, that's interesting, Shelly said, looking a little disappointed.
Liam smiled and nodded. You expected something else.
Well, in all honesty, she looked him up and down again.
I have just recently been to Earth on retreat but I'm not a priest. I'm doctrine neutral and studied discipline and philosophy with some mixed eastern traditions.
You've been to Earth? Lawrence said, wide eyed.
I have. It took many years and a lot of time in school, but they let me stay for a while.
What's it like?
Very beautiful. The sky there is blue, as blue as you've ever seen. There are endless green forests, big deserts with nothing but sand and tall mountains that go up so high that it gets very cold, so cold that there's snow that never melts.
Lawrence looked to his mother then back to Liam.
He's never seen snow or a desert before, Shelly explained.
Well, snow is all white, and it's made of little flakes of frozen water that get all piled up on top of each other. They pile up taller than you, and they're so light that you can jump into them and they'll just puff up all around. It has to be very cold for snow to stay for long though, Liam explained with the aid of a few hand gestures.
Lawrence just stared, completely entranced by the mental images the large man conjured in his young, active imagination.
You should be a teacher, he hasn't been this quiet in hours, Shelly smiled, running her hand over her son's brown hair.
I considered it, especially since the Axiologists gave me their endorsement, but I love to build.
What's an axi, an askio- Lawrence tried to ask.
An Axiologist is a student of ethics, morals and the different traditions humanity use to teach and enforce them. They help people understand the difference between right and wrong while showing us how to improve ourselves in a way that doesn't interfere with other people.
Oh, Lawrence said, nodding and leaning forward to toy with the flat display screen in front of him. After making just a few selections on the menu there he had an animated calico cat and black Labrador dog on screen, chasing after each other through a factory.
Shelly smiled at Liam and shrugged. He loves that show, even on a flat screen.
A moral play in the most colourful slapstick imaginable, I wish they were fashionable when I was his age, Liam commented as he watched the cat trick the dog into running past him. The Labrador tried desperately to stop, skidding and pushing at the floor with its front paws before smacking into a sheet of sticky paper.
Is it true that Earth may be open again soon? She asked quietly. Other passengers were listening in, most of them had never met anyone who had been there, let alone gone themselves.
Only to an extra five hundred per year. I was lucky to be accepted; my studies in zero emission power management and Axiology weren't enough. I had to get a recommendation from a sensei there and just getting in contact with her took over a year.
How is it now?
Much better than I expected. They were able to revitalize most of the life there, things are back in balance. It's almost all restricted, even the gardens I visited were specifically marked. They're sending seed life off world again though, so we might be seeing a bit more of the home world out in the galaxy.
Do you know what kind?
They were able to bring elephants and most tigers back along with a few species of bird. Bees are the biggest triumph. They don't have the diversity they want yet but they'll get there. It'll help long term terraforming quite a bit.
Bees? I read about them in school, but I thought breeding them would be easy once they had enough.
They still have to generate most of them, as they have been for a few hundred years. I'm no antimologist though, so I can't tell you all the details.
I'm a botanist on the Dawn Chaser, so you could understand I'm a little interested.
Ah, well, as you probably already know I wasn't allowed to bring any recordings or samples back. Even my belongings were particle scrubbed so no one could study anything that might have come back with me.
I know, they're so cloistered there.
There's a movement pushing to get out into the galaxy more, to mix with more distant humans, but I don't think we'll hear anything about it for another twenty years.
The screens on the back of everyone's seats flashed the hyperspace emergence warning and instructions to buckle themselves in. A slight shift in the artificial gravity told Liam they had just finished decelerating.
Seconds later the blue, white and yellow distortion out the window cleared to reveal normal space. Through the porthole at Liam's side he could see the distant yellow sun. The starliner moved towards the planet Seneschal quickly, and Lawrence was silent as he watched the defence platform, a semicircular station with cannons bristling over top landing and launch bays go by.
It was safe to unbuckle and the boy was standing on his seat. Liam looked at Shelly as he picked the youngster up to sit him on his knee. Shelly nodded her approval. My dad works on the coreward platform. Lawrence told him quietly. They have really big guns, but dad says no one wants to use 'em.
Peace should always be our goal.
One of the massive rail cannons fired, its projectile leaving a long, bright blue trace of light behind.
Then why do they use 'em?
Sometimes people let what they want get in the way of peace and we don't have a choice but to protect ourselves when they come to take what we can't afford to give.
Shelly's hand stroked her son's back, she moved to the middle seat, closer to her son and the window.
What do they want? Asked the boy.
Liam was astonished at how well the young fellow understood and thought on the answer for a moment, glancing to Shelly. She didn't seem to mind the topic of conversation, but he also didn't want to give the child nightmares, especially if his father worked on a defensive platform. I don't know what they want from your people, but usually it's a lot like two of your friends fighting over the same toy. One has it, the other wants it but doesn't want to go through the trouble of getting their own or trading fairly for it so they try to take it by fighting or stealing. It can get more complicated, but that's all it comes down to most of the time.
Flashes of light appeared in the distance, and seconds later the jagged, squared shapes of fighting vessels became visible. Liam took a deep breath, they were decelerating out of faster than light travel very close to Seneschal. That's an Eden Fleet! Exclaimed a panicked passenger behind them.
It's Eve's children! They're about to cleanse us! Screeched someone sitting in a forward seat.
Liam looked closer, calmly examining the distant shapes. They were ships from the Eden Fleet, there was no mistaking their angular construction, their perfectly sealed, heavily armoured hulls.
Shelly took Lawrence into her lap and looked to Liam, who nodded at her. We have to get him into the overhead baggage compartment. It's the safest place in this cabin, he whispered.
Is it really?
Yes, I spotted at least two drone carriers. We don't have much time.
Panic was starting to make its way through the passengers and the first to notice were the children; Mom? Lawrence asked nervously.
We're going to play a game, honey. You're going to hide behind this little hatch right here, and you're not going to come out until mommy comes and gets you, okay?
Lawrence nodded, his eyes were locked with his mothers, fear just beginning to encroach on him.
Liam had the carry on compartment hatch open and his tools out of it in seconds, moving quickly but smoothly, not looking panicked or rushed. Lawrence, who was quite small for his age, fit inside with a little room to spare and Liam put a small half oval shaped air recycler inside while Shelly gave her son a little holographic entertainment computer. We'll see you after a few movies okay honey? She asked as she watched Liam add a small materializer that could dispense food and water.
If you're hungry, press this button once, and if you're thirsty, press this button, okay? Liam instructed.
Lawrence looked and nodded. 'How many movies Mom?
She looked to Liam then to her son. Two or three.
Kay, he glanced around at the cabin beyond his mother then back to her. I'm scared.
We'll be back for you soon, be brave for mommy, okay?
'Kay.
She pressed two fingers to her lips, kissed them, then pressed them to her son's. Love you, she said quietly.
Love you too Mom.
Liam checked the seals on the hatch and closed the overhead compartment. He's safer than us. If we depressurize in here, he'll be fine. That recycler I put in there will keep the air warm, and he'll have enough food to last more than three days.
Thank you, Shelly said, squeezing Liam's arm briefly.
My daughter will fit, said one man, gesturing to a young girl a little larger than Lawrence. Get her in there.
Liam knew that the compartment would become terribly cramped, the air wouldn't last half as long and it would be a massive risk. I'm sorry, if you have any emergency equipment with you, you can put your daughter in another compartment, but this one's taken.
You're not serious! There's plenty of room for her! He shouted, moving towards the overhead compartment.
Liam stopped the man from opening it, deflecting his hand and pushing him out into the aisle. Please, find another compartment. I can give you an air recycler.
Just because you're from Earth you think you can make all the decisions for us? The younger man said, taking his light blue suit jacket off. His daughter was weeping behind him, sitting in her seat watching her father.
Here, it's a recycler, it'll give her several days worth of breathable air and keep her warm, Liam offered.
Let him put his daughter in! Called a woman from behind.
Why does he get to choose? Questioned another.
Fortified by the crowd, the younger man stepped across the aisle again. She has just as much right to safety.
Stop! He's doing everything he can, Shelly said, stepping in the man's way.
For your son, right? Get out of my way! He pushed Shelly back into her seat and reached for the hatch again.
Liam took the man by the arm, spun him around and held him fast. His head was directed straight at his crying daughter. Look, she needs you to be with her, to make good choices, not to fight for her. Take the air recycler, I'm sure other passengers will have water you can put inside with her and I even have an entertainment puck you can give her. Don't make this about you, or your pride, make it about her.
Everyone in the cabin was staring. Liam had the man in a firm grasp but wasn't inflicting any pain. His daughter was staring at her father, tears streaming down her face, she was terrified.
Liam let the man go with a gentle nudge forward. Go. Take care of her, He insisted quietly.
The passenger stepped across the aisle and took his daughter into his arms. She gripped his neck tightly, burying her face against him.
When Liam offered him an air recycler and an old holographic projector the width of his palm it was turned down with a shake of his head. I don't want anything from you.
Everyone, please buckle yourselves into your seats. We'll be initiating emergency docking procedures shortly, said one of the stewards as he made his way up the aisle.
Are you sure he'll be safe? Asked Shelly quietly. If there's turbulence, I mean.
He'll be safer than us. There's no room for him to shake around in there.
Light from a bright flash outside was cast across all the passengers. Liam and Shelly looked through the porthole to see the starboard side of the defence platform they had just passed explode violently sending debris out in all directions. Hundreds of small ships darted away, the sun reflected off their silver hulls as they moved in a unified formation.
They're coming for us! Shrieked a woman somewhere ahead of them.
Oh my God, oh my God! One man repeated as he rocked back and forth in his seat.
Panic gripped many of the passengers as the cloud of small, three meter long oval silver drones darted and swerved towards the starliner. Other passengers sat quietly praying, gripping the hand of a loved one while the rest simply watched.
Why are they attacking us? We don't have any weapons, asked Shelly, she was more reasonable, but still barely hiding her fear.
Eden machines believe humanity is the destroyer of the natural order and kill them wherever they're found, Liam whispered. This isn't normal, they should not be out this far. He continued. Suppressing his fear was not his way. He had acknowledged that it was something he was feeling before they had hidden Lawrence. After acknowledging it he behaved calmly, taking regular breaths and relaxing as much as possible. All his senses were focused on the situation at hand and finding any way to improve their position in it. As the drones came within firing range, he could think of no way to accomplish that.
Light emitted from the hundreds of small ships and the starliner shook violently, tossing anyone who wasn't strapped in around the cabin freely. Their helpless bodies were flung into other passengers, against the deck and into the bulkheads. Bones cracked. One was killed instantly as she went headlong into the ceiling, breaking her neck. The inertial dampeners on the vessel weren't tuned for combat.
A sudden rush of air told Liam that part of the ship had decompressed. Seconds later the lights went out and the air was still again. Emergency backups came on, bathing the cabin in a pale, dim light. He looked out of his porthole and took a deep breath. He couldn't see any drones but that didn't mean much, they could have been coming around for another pass.
Shelly's hand gripped his.
Breathe deeply, slowly. The only thing we can change right now is how we endure. Stay calm so we're ready to act when it's time, he advised quietly.
She took in a deep, shaky breath. Shelly couldn't help but laugh at herself as she exhaled, her breath came out interrupted by her nervous tremors. A few more years and I might have that down.
The next few minutes passed very slowly, the sounds in the cabin were agonizing. Crying, whimpering, and whispers filled the compartment. Liam watched through the porthole, sparing a calm glance towards Shelly who was being as patient as she was able. Her eyes were wide, sweat adorned her forehead and upper lip.
He looked back and caught sight of what he was hoping for most, signs that the ships were leaving. A small flash in the distance could have been interpreted as just that. He concentrated on making out the smallest detail, he could just barely see the drone carriers in the distance. They were just glittering silver shapes reflecting the yellow light of the distant sun. Then they were gone. He blinked and looked closer just in case his eyes were playing tricks on him. They've left, he whispered.
They're gone?
They are. Those drones belong to the carriers that appeared before this started. If they've left that means the drones are gone as well.
Now what do we do? Shouted a voice from behind him. It was the same woman who had been panicking at the slightest sound or creak all along.
Liam was finding it a little difficult to remain calm and kind towards the impatient, panicky passengers and was thankful for his training. Now we survive, he said firmly. Can anyone see any of those drones? He asked in general.
The passengers in the cabin looked out their portholes and returned a general negative, except for one who wouldn't stop repeating; they're coming back, they're coming back to finish us. They're coming back-
Before anyone could start general panic or chaos could get a grip on the long, darkened cabin, Liam picked up his tool kit and looked to Shelly. You can let Lawrence out, I think the worst is over.
She stood up and started opening the overhead compartment. What are you going to do?
I'm going to find out what's happened to us. Then I'll find a way to start broadcasting our status on an emergency channel. He waited to see that Lawrence was all right. The little fellow was a bundle of nerves and practically leapt into his mother's arms but was unharmed.
Liam walked down the aisle towards the front, where he could see a steward's alcove.
A stewardess stopped him; Where are you going sir?
I'm going to patch into the ship systems and see what our situation is.
Please return to your seat.
Do you have the emergency beacon up and running? He asked in a low whisper.
That's none of your concern sir, she said to him automatically.
He sighed and tilted her chin so she was looking straight into his eyes. I'm a systems engineer with two doctorates. Now tell me, do you have emergency communications?
She looked back at him, stunned. No sir, we don't, came her whispered reply. All the passengers nearby were staring at them. We haven't been able to contact the bridge, the stewardess whispered.
Liam lifted his tool kit, a hard shelled case half a meter long, and smiled. Show me to your terminal.
She nodded and turned, running to the front.
I'm going to get our communications working and we'll have help here as soon as possible. Please stay calm and cooperate with the staff, Liam called out to everyone loudly before taking long strides after her.
He rolled the sleeve of his robe up as he arrived at the systems alcove and plugged his personal engineering system into it. The holographic interface appeared above his wrist and he turned it so he could see the ship's general status.
How are we? Asked the stewardess.
He checked a few more details and shook his head. We'll be fine, only I'll have to access the communications systems directly. The command deck is gone.
Gone? She asked, wide eyed. What about the command crew? Everyone else up there.
Liam looked her straight in the eye. If they wear vacsuits built into their uniforms like you do, they could be okay but there's no way in knowing how much time they have left.
But if the communications routing system and main systems have been destroyed- she didn't finish the thought.
He could see her spirits falling and gently put a hand on her shoulder. All we can do is make sure everyone knows we need help and take care of whoever we can. The communications pylon is still there. A quick trip out the airlock and I'll be able to hook directly in and tell everyone that there are at least five hundred people here who need help, he said in a reassuring tone.
She sighed and nodded. You're right. We have emergency vacsuits.
Liam let his robe fall open to reveal his own dark grey containment suit. I never travel without one, His voice was quiet, calm, positive. He made it easy to believe everything was going to be fine.
The look of relief on her face was unforgettable, and she collected his robe and belt with a smile as he took them off and handed them over.
He brought up his headpiece, which had been affixed behind his neck like a hood, sealed it and opened the inner airlock door.
Now he has the right idea! We should find a way off! Shouted one man who could see into the alcove.
I'm going outside to send a distress signal using the array. I can't access it from here, Liam said, turning the amplification on his vacsuit up high so everyone could hear. There was still some residual arguing and conversation about escape craft, but as the steward staff explained, the compartment they were in was cut off from any large emergency vessels.
He proceeded into the airlock and closed the inner door behind himself, leaving the steward staff to take care of the passengers. When the the pressure was safely released and the outer door signalled a good seal he opened it.
The memory of his first space walk was something that was never far from the surface when he took his first steps towards the void. He was in his second year of structural engineering and needed only a few seconds to look around before realizing he was prone to space sickness, a nauseating reaction to vertigo. The systems in his vacsuit did a fantastic job of suctioning away his erupting vomit, but it didn't hide his problem.
It took him over five years to get over the issue on his own, and he had to admit, looking out into open space still made him a little queasy, especially if he let his thoughts drift. He attached a line from his suit to an eye hook beside the airlock and began moving along the fuselage, keeping a brisk drift towards the tail section.
The three meter high communications pylon hadn't been damaged by the attack. As he moved around the hull towards it the primary rear engine came into view. The Eden drones had destroyed it utterly. Beyond that he could see the drifting wreckage of the defence station. Once several kilometres long, it had been reduced to shards of hull plating and chunks of drifting inner decks. He hoped that Laurence hadn't lost a father that day but didn't dwell on the thought.
He used the line brake on his belt, slowing the rate at which the safety line spooled out to reduce his speed right before coming into contact with the communication tower with a little bump. Liam opened the access panel on the side of the rounded pylon and patched his engineering computer into it.
It only took him a few moments before he found a standard distress signal in his wrist computer's memory and added; minimum five hundred, up to three thousand in need of rescue. Sun Veil Starliner 1261-48 destined for Seneschal. No contact with command deck, no attitude control, engines damaged beyond on site repair.
With a sigh Liam looked out into space, not searching for anything in particular. The signal would repeat as long as he was directly tied in, so he could either leave his engineering computer connected to the communications system and go back to the ship, or he could stay.
Just as he decided to stay in the quiet of space for a while and wait, a flash erupted in his line of sight. The object that had just appeared began to move closer, firing the engines that had been turned forward, decelerating quickly.
Fewer than ten seconds passed before the massive carrier settled into a parallel trajectory along side the passenger liner, matching its speed. Liam recognized it immediately, having seen one of them from the outside in orbit around Earth. This one was marked the Triton and he couldn't help but chuckle. They followed me all the way out here? I must have made a bigger impression than I thought.
First Officer Stephanie Vega
Stephanie finished sealing up her black vacsuit. It was fitted a little closer than she liked, but considering she would probably be spending most of her time on the bridge, a fully armoured vacsuit would be a little much. She liked it though, it had a high collar, thigh pockets, adjustable holster, and matched her knee high combat boots. The gloves and headpiece of the version she wore could retract and roll up on their own with a quick voice command or if the pressure in the area around her changed too much. I have to ask the Captain about programming the specs for his command and control unit into the materializers so senior officers can make their own. As much as I love the vacsuits, borrowing his spare C and C unit whenever I need a new one is becoming a hassle.
She looked around herself, trying to take it all in again. I can't believe we're on this ship, that I'm second in command. Her quarters were unbelievable, the command deck quarters were larger than anywhere she'd lived, including her family home. She grew up with two brothers, four sisters and so many cousins it would take her several minutes to count them up. Her mother and father, along with her siblings had a two bedroom home on a colony planet that had boomed early on the wrong resources.
When her family first settled there before she was born the assayers said it would be perfect for farm land, there would be hectares of natural foods stretching all the way to the horizon in every direction. During initial settling, around the time her first brother and two cousins were born, the farms started popping up, things were good from the stories she heard. The year she and her cousin Sam was born her family had fifty nine hectares all their own. Another assessment was done that year and the government found evidence of heavy metals.
Stephanie's family was reimbursed for most of the land, allowed to keep a twentieth of what they had to grow their own food and build homes, but they weren't given enough credits to leave the planet and settle somewhere else. They weren't allowed to buy a stake in the new mining operations that started up either. By the time she was a little girl the entire continent she lived on looked like a gravel pit. Even the starport was a blackened, misused thing that looked hundreds of years old from the beating industrial usage dealt. In truth the colony was less than twenty years old, the modest starport just over thirty.
She was in her early teen years when her eldest brother and two of her cousins were killed in a mining accident. It was then that she decided life on that world was not for her. The stars had the answer, she would get off world no matter what it took.
When the military came calling only a few years later she signed up and was gone within two days. She finished high school enroute to the academy and within six months she was a trained infantrywoman, specialized in boarding actions. Three years later she was court marshalled for insubordination and left on a port with her last paycheck. With few options open to her she signed up on the first ship looking for boarding crew. After jumping from one ship to another, joining better and better gangs she finally started making a name for herself. Then she signed up on the Samson. Meeting someone as intelligent, fierce, quiet and confident as Captain Valance changed her life. She learned more from him than in all the time she spent in the military. The fact that he'd been pulling jobs for only a year when she first met him wasn't something she learned until much later.
The years flew by while she was on his ship. She earned his trust, earned more credits than she had ever dreamed of, enough to buy her own ship legitimately and start her own crew. As time wore on that idea appealed to her less and less and the life she lived was tarnished by the memories of all the friends and acquaintances she had lost on the job. Some crew members lasted weeks, others months, and a few would only remain aboard for days. As many boarding crew were killed as those who left after making the realization that the life wasn't for them. Only a couple retired in the time she had been on the Samson.
Over four years. She thought to herself as she looked around the brightly lit bedroom. The main feature of the room was a queen sized bed that made and cleaned itself. If I had stuck with the plan I would be on my way to Elysian right now. Mixing in with other potential colonists on some Lorander colony ship, seeing if I could find mister right on the way there.
She shook her head and chuckled to herself as she walked into the spacious main room. Who was I kidding? Being a farmer was my parent's dream. I'd be bored to tears after just a few weeks, months if I were lucky.
Stephanie looked at the weapons she had laid out on a sideboard. Her particle acceleration assault rifle, a heavy disintegration handgun, and a more modest pulse pistol with an automatic setting. She decided on the automatic pulse pistol, its stun setting and inability to pierce metal made it a more obvious choice for use aboard ship.
She started for the door and stopped as it opened, turning around and taking her new quarters in again. There was a futon that doubled as another bed, a bathroom with an a shower that used water or vibrations to get its user clean and its bottom could convert into a square bathtub, and there was even a large adjustable chair. Trying it the night before had led to her nodding off after just a few seconds, it was the most comfortable little space she'd ever been in. There was even an extra room currently occupied by surplus furniture unceremoniously piled up. Too bad I can't get the lights to do anything but come all the way on or all the way off. I'm either in complete darkness or getting a tan. The controls must be broken. I'll have maintenance take a look, hopefully they have a better understanding of these systems than I do.
The hallway was empty. She turned and checked the door controls. Finding a locking mechanism she smiled. Voice authentication required for this room. Take my voice imprint and allow Ashley Lamport as well as Captain Valent and Hernando Ramirez entry on vocal verification.
Yes First Officer Stephanie Vega. To confirm, you are setting a voice imprint lock on these quarters for yourself, Ashley Lamport, Captain Jacob Valent, and Hernando Ramirez. All others will not be able to enter unless approved by you or the Captain, replied the moderate male computerized voice. It was strange, some sections of the ship had a female computerized voice, others had this calm male persona.
Yes.
Security features set. Thank you Stephanie Vega.
She nodded and walked down the hallway. The ships she had served on were never as spacious as the Triton. You couldn't walk three meters without seeing someone when you were in or near a berth. A single bed to a room was so rare, she had only enjoyed the privilege once before. Ashley had the same experience, she knew. They had both grown up surrounded by people. In her own case it was brothers, sisters, cousins, and the rest of her family. In Ashley's case she was raised by slaves and lived in the cramped servant's quarters, but it added up to the same thing.
Sleeping in a room where five or more other people were crammed into bunks wasn't anything out of the ordinary. Privacy, silence and solitude were rare luxuries. She wondered if Ashley had trouble sleeping the night before as well, glad that she didn't have the tendency of cuddling up with a bunkmate that her friend did. Ashley not only liked sleeping in bunk rooms, but she preferred having someone in her bunk with her.
Stephanie didn't have anything against the right fellow or lady slipping into her bunk, she just had more discriminating tastes. She did approve of Ashley's latest cuddle buddy though. Finn was kind, smart and near her age. Her friend was taking his near death status hard and Stephanie wondered if Ashley would be able to keep it together.
She got along with Finn and even though they were just starting to become friends, really, she knew Ashley didn't open her heart to anyone in degrees. It was all or nothing. Ashley was soft for the people she liked and open to people who were kind to her. A little too open, Stephanie often thought, but she tried to be there whenever Ash watched that receptiveness backfire.
I wonder if that'll slow down on the Triton. It'd be nice if Ashley and I got to know some new people who aren't going to jump ship at the next port. Maybe I could find a squeeze of my own. The thought died as soon as she rounded the corner. Frost was coming out of his quarters, closing the front of his vacsuit. She thanked her ancestors that she had only glimpsed the curly silver hair on his chest and nothing more before the black vacsuit was seamlessly sealed. He smiled at her, his light blue eyes glinting. Have a good night sir? He asked as he fell in step beside her.
Nope. You can call me ma'am instead of sir.
When did they change that?
A few hundred years ago.
Ah, aye. I'm not one for watchin' movies or news, guess it shows.
Really? I guess I never realized. You were in the hold watching holomovies with us often enough.
Aye, but I was mostly watchin' you and the rest of the crew. More interestin' an' more appealin'.
Stephanie pulled her brown hair into a short ponytail and nodded. I like the news and horror flicks.
You'd figure after all you've seen you wouldn't jump at the sight of some knife wieldin', crazed zombie, Frost said offhandedly.
I don't.
Aye, you do, I've seen ye.
I'm usually sitting beside Ash and she twitches like she's got a nerve disorder. It carries.
Nay, I remember both of ye jumpin' and squealin' at the sudden bits. I'll catch ye next time, just watch.
Not if I'm watching you watching me the whole time.
Well then, who needs a movie with that kinda thing goin' on? Frost smirked at her as the double doors to the main bridge were moved out of the hatchway by heavy metal arms. He walked through before she could respond.
He was grinning so broadly she could see it from behind. Her frustration was heightened as she realized she was blushing furiously and Ashley turned from her station to glance at the bridge entrance. The younger woman glanced to Frost, then to Stephanie and a smile slowly spread across her face before she turned back to her station.
Oh God, if there was ever a rumour or even an idea I had to squelch, it's that there is anything going on between me and that lummux.
Good morning Stephanie, Captain Valance said as he turned in the command chair. He was wearing the same black vacsuit everyone on the bridge was, his white scarf and black long coat hung off the back of his seat along with his gun belt. She hadn't seen him or anyone on the Samson use a full gun belt aboard ship in a long time, they got caught on things and just took too much space. If the Captain was using his, maybe she could start using her own again. They were great for keeping extra ammunition, data chips and a few other odd small things in a place where they were easy to get to. They also drew a little attention away from the vacsuits, or rather what was underneath.
Good morning sir, how is the Enreega system?
Half slagged, Captain Valance said, bringing a tactical display of the half million kilometre radius around Seneschal up on the main holographic projector. Eden Fleet ships came through and tore the place up. They made one hell of a mess.
The hundreds of emergency beacons and drifting hulks near the planet became immediately evident on the main bridge holodisplay. All blips and shapes flashing with red exclamation points appearing and fading atop them. Sir, I should have been here, on the bridge.
Don't worry, Ramirez and Price are supervising emergency shuttle landings in bay two. I'm saving the best for you and Frost. You'll be on gunnery deck A while Frost and his team tractor one of the larger disabled ships in. The survivors will have to be set up in temporary quarters. The Captain brought up a cross section of the ship and highlighted the upper berth. Ramirez and his team didn't get a chance to explore most of this berthing, so one of your teams will have to clear it before people can hold up there.
Are there any other rescue ships enroute? Stephanie asked.
The TRF Peter is the closest. They're two days away at top speed.
Stephanie brought up a more detailed schematic of gunnery deck A, it was the largest space available close to the outer hull, stretching most of the length and width of the ship. There were four main mooring points consisting of large, round docking doors with heavy support clamps. There were also several emergency airlocks that could accommodate smaller ships. The open space was over four hundred meters by six hundred meters, and would normally be crewed by a minimum of two hundred gunners, mechanics and loaders. As it was, it was completely empty. The turrets were secured well above the deck, the moorings were locked down and the airlocks were all sealed. Policing the area if too many passengers were brought onboard at a time would be a monumental task. Okay, we'll take on a group with one team while the other team secures a section of berthing. Once that group is situated we can take on another, She said with finality. I won't open an airlock until we're ready, so don't tractor in more ships while we have one docked.
Frost nodded, looking over the tractor system controls. The beam system used artificial gravity and magnetic fields to move other ships into position for docking. The aft dorsal beam system was the second largest, made for hauling large objects or dragging the Triton into position for docking with much larger stations that were made to work with the technology. Aye, I'll hold for your word, Ma'am.
All right, select your teams and get up there. Tell me if there are any surprises, Captain Valance ordered while checking on main engineering systems.
Stephanie used the Command and Control Arm Unit he had loaned her to select a team of nine for herself and another two teams of five for doing sweeps through the berths and clearing them for passengers, sent everyone their orders, then signed off the system and detached the device from her arm.
That one's yours, Captain Valance told her with a smile. Congratulations, First Officer.
Thank you sir, She said, clamping it back on. It adjusted to her much smaller arm automatically. I'll tell you as soon as we're ready for the first load.
* * *
The nearest express car to the upper gunnery deck was made to haul large machinery up, down and across the ship. It reminded her of the large ore laden freight cars that used to muck up the shafts in the main complexes of the hastily built colony buildings she went to school in as a child. The large car in the Triton was much cleaner, however, despite the dents and deep scratches from heavy equipment that had been moved long before they had come aboard. Stephanie had stopped in at her quarters to pick up her assault rifle and extra impact armour just in case there was real trouble. There shouldn't be, but you never knew what you were getting when you were on a rescue.
The rest of her team stood in the fifteen by ten meter bulk express car as the interior of the ship whipped by. The windows and transparent sections of the express tunnel afforded them a view of the empty, darkened sections of the ship, and she was secretly in awe at how large it was, how little of it was active and explored. The darkened hallways and large intersections that were visible only long enough for a glimpse made the ship seem dead, hollow, abandoned. As the car started slowing down it occurred to her that her brief tour only took her up and across fourteen decks out of twenty one.
There hadn't been any time to open the interior sections, while half of them were sleeping the other half were trying to learn from the existing crew how to operate the systems and where the most critical points aboard were. Sadly, the existing crew were barely trained, and though everyone behind her had experience with crowd control on their records, Stephanie didn't know a single one of them. Ramirez and Price had taken the Samson boarding and maintenance teams to help with handling the arrivals of the smaller escape shuttles in the lower hangars. The fact that she was First Officer had been trumped by the reality that she had been asleep when all of this started.
She could have pulled members of their teams into her own, but she didn't want to leave them short handed. Ramirez, Price, she addressed through the subdermal communicator in her jaw.
Good morning Steph, Ramirez answered.
Yes Stephanie? Price acknowledged.
How is the retrieval going down there?
We're at eighty percent capacity. In about two hours we won't have room for any more vessels, Price replied.
Okay, as people finish up down there, send them to gunnery deck A. I'll need as many eyes and hands as I can get. I'll be taking people on a couple hundred at a time or more.
Aye, I'll send Douglas and Julie up now. They just finished securing one of the last shuttles, Ramirez responded. How many are we taking on?
The berth Captain marked for this can take up to fifteen hundred. We're filling up.
My goodness. We've taken in a few short of seven hundred, Price commented. It felt like a million.
Are they all logged on the manifest?
We have checked them all in, though it was difficult.
Good, we want to make sure we track everyone as best as we can. Be safe down there, Stephanie said.
You too, I'll join you with my team once we're finished here. Price can pick up security detail with his team.
I will, if that fits your plan, Price asked as much as confirmed.
That'll be fine, just make sure everyone gets situated safely and try to catch any disagreements early, Stephanie reinforced.
The express freight car came to a gentle stop and the front doors opened. Stephanie walked out onto the gunnery deck and the lights started coming on overhead. As the space was illuminated her jaw dropped. The deck was marked where hatches leading down into the ship could be opened, where ammunition materializers ejected cartridges for loading into one of the many quad gunnery turrets built into the ceiling and where many other exits, machines and storage compartments, recycling processors could be accessed. Everything was stored either in the high ceiling overhead or in the deck until it was needed. There was a slightly curved open space stretching hundreds of meters.
They had come out right in the middle of the gunnery deck and all of them looked around at the massive open space. The rail cannon turrets, dozens and dozens of them on G Deck A, hung down from the thickly armoured hull, leaving two and a half meters underneath for someone to walk under. Massive cartridge slots waited for loading crews to fill them with ammunition, the small, armoured doors between them led to the gunner's seat inside, all of the posts were empty except for a few that had been automated.
To her left she could see someone had forgotten to put away a loader's suit. It looked like heavy infantry armour with hard plating and an exoskeletal frame, but she knew there were modifications so someone could climb in and start picking up ammunition cartridges that weighed upward of a ton each, loading them like they were toys. The extra armour plating was there just in case there was an explosion, other accident or a boarding incursion.
During combat the whole deck was decompressed, everyone wore vacsuits. It made recovering gunners from damaged turrets easier, and allowed everyone else to keep working if the hull was breached. Gunners always had a high mortality rate, but ships with sections of their hulls dedicated to rail cannons were always far more deadly, firing hundreds, sometimes thousands of projectiles per second in many different directions at once.
Stephanie had never seen a gunnery deck like the one on the Triton, and she was happy that she had no qualifications to be there when the area was used for its intended purpose. Frost will most likely be set up as the permanent gunnery Chief. I hope he supervises from the bridge. The nagging worry she had for him surprised her, and she shook it off. All right, let's get this show on, she called out to her team. Most of them were openly gawking at the massive space. Start looking for the mooring points and marking off their designations on the common deck map. Also keep your eyes open for anything that isn't locked down. It doesn't matter if it's built into the deck or into the ceiling. The last thing we need is some kid finding their way into a turret and playing starfighter.
But they're over two meters from the decks. I can't even reach the gunnery door, one of the newer crew members complained from behind.
Stephanie walked to one of the turrets and looked at the deck below it. The controls weren't locked, so she knelt down, pressed the ready button and moved to the side as the gunner's seat smoothly deployed from the turret. It came to rest right in front of her so she could sit down and let the turret draw her inside. If I can do it with no training, a five year old can do it by mistake. She said as she tapped the control on the floor with her foot. Bridge, please lock down all local turret controls. We're live up here.
Oh crap! Sorry! Locking it all down now Ma'am. Came the voice of one of the new hires through her communicator. I'm not used to having anyone up there, sorry ma'am. He muttered.
The next hour was long. As her small crew of ten made their way across the deck, ensuring that anything dangerous was secure, two smaller groups were checking the berth below them. There were hundreds of bunks, and it took them half an hour to secure one section with four hundred inside and she knew they had rushed the job. There wasn't much they could do about it. They were critically undermanned and again, in a position to save lives.
As they went about their work she knew there were ships filled with people looking to be rescued. The upper hull of the Tritonwas mostly transparent, and as the light of the distant star reflected off drifting, damaged ships she couldn't help feel the urgency of her duties press down on her. Hearing the first section of the upper berth was cleared was a relief and seeing more people join their team from the hangars fifteen or more decks below was an even greater one.
At long last it was time to start taking on passengers. Bridge; we're ready to take on the first group. Just tell me where they're docking.
Dorsal mooring three. We also have someone coming through airlock twelve C. We've been talking to him a bit, he's an engineer that's agreed to sign on to help us out, Frost said.
That's lucky.
Check your command unit for his credentials, lass. We've never been this lucky.
She did so as her team ran across the deck towards mooring three. His profile listed him as Liam Grady, Engineering Doctorate in Starship design and Engineering Doctorate in Computing. 12 years military service, recent port of call: Sol Lunar Station. Holy hell! This guy's from Earth?
Not from what he was sayin', he's just coming back from retreat there. Might know something about how the ship works.
Did the Captain manage to snag him as permanent crew?
Aye, I'm sure he'll fill you in on the details. Didn't tell me much. Frost said, sounding as though he were about to pout.
I'm sure he didn't need you to consult on the trade, but if it makes you feel better I can always make sure you're in the room whenever Captain and I make a big decision.
Yer kiddin' right?
Yup.
Frost chuckled. Just when I think I'm gettin' on yer good side.
She couldn't help but smile at the exchange as her and her team arrived below the mooring point. She looked at the pictorial directions on the deck and hoped she was reading them right as she pushed a panel open with her foot then tapped a button with her toe. A ramp extended out from the floor all the way up to the three meter wide airlock doors in the ceiling. Railings came up from the sides and after a moment it looked like the ramp had always been there.
Wow, Earth tech is amazing. Nothing is just for one thing, every space has more than one purpose. Liz, an energetic new hire who she had just met commented from behind her. It makes the ship feel like it's twice it's size, as if it weren't big enough. She was actually shorter than Stephanie, which was a hard thing to accomplish since she herself was only one hundred sixty one centimetres tall.
They started this whole space travel thing, I'd hope they have it right by now, another crew member commented.
Okay, you two get to the bottom of the ramp and be ready to log ID's. Anyone without identification gets put off to the side until the end of each group. I need two more to scan for active weaponry. Take all their ammunition and keep it secure in a storage compartment, there should be a couple in the deck nearby. The rest will walk them to their berth. The teams below have been able to sweep them for explosives, weaponry, dangerous bacteria and other life, but they weren't exactly able to make the beds and sweep the floors. If anyone complains just tell them the TRF Peter will be here in two days. They can be picky about accommodations as much as they like with the rescue teams.
Grace Templeton and two other crew members marked as medics arrived at a run, each with a full load of medical gear. Reporting for duty, bring on the masses, she said, leaning down on her knees and trying to catch her breath. This place is huge.
Good to see you. I was just about to say something to the Captain.
We've been listening in on the chatter from medical. We only have three injured so far, considering the damage the Eden ships did we're lucky to have so few.
Have you ever done this kind of triage before?
Once. A trade convoy was attacked and I was sent along with a rescue vessel. This one is much better so far. Don't worry, I know what I'm doing.
Thank God someone does. Stephanie thought to herself as she turned from Grace to look up through the transparent hull. Frost was doing a fantastic job of guiding the damaged space liner in with the tractor beams. It was four hundred meters long but thin. She had seen many of them before and knew that there could be as many as five thousand aboard. They're not starting small, she said to herself as she ran up the ramp leading to the mooring doors. One of her team followed and took a support position on the other side of the hatch.
The tunnel extended from the Triton and the star liner slowly drifted towards it at a pace of only a few centimetres a second. It slowed down to millimetres by the time it made contact and the mooring frame reported a full on lock with the ship.
Stephanie caught sight of a man in a vacsuit drifting towards an airlock only meters further down the hull. Liz, go make sure he has a happy landing. I'd hate to see him come through the airlock only to free fall to the deck.
She had one of the other team members replace her in identification duties and ran to where she thought the ramp or whatever receiving device that was provided for emergency airlocks might be and checked the instructions.
Stephanie checked the mooring lock and saw that it was still pressurizing and checking the seal.
Meanwhile, Liz had moved on to another spot on the floor, and with a satisfied nod, slid a panel to the side, pressed her foot down on a button and activated the retrieval system for the emergency airlock. It was a long, flexible tube that extended along a wire frame that came out of the floor so whoever was coming in through the smaller emergency airlock could slide down to the deck at a reasonable speed. Liz cheered for herself, throwing her arms up before stopping and checking to see if anyone noticed. Everyone had, a few chuckled, and she shrugged in response. Getting new technology right on the first try is worth celebrating. Even with these instructions.
You're telling me, Stephanie agreed.
The lone entrant came through the smaller emergency airlock and was visible only for a moment before he slid down the yellow tube, causing it to flex and warp. Liz stepped out of the way and the much taller, broad shouldered fellow arrived at the bottom, stopped by a thick pad on the deck. He rolled to his feet slowly and stood up in front of Liz, who looked absolutely tiny compared to the large human. Thank you very much. I'm Liam, he shook the young woman's hand.
I'm Liz. I think you're wanted on the bridge if I heard the chatter right.
Aye, thank you for the safe landing.
Do you want me to walk him there Stephanie? Liz asked.
Don't worry, I can find my way, Liam interjected calmly.
You've been aboard a Sol System Carrier before? Stephanie inquired.
No, but if my guess is right this is like any other Earth ship and it'll show me the way. He looked at the floor. Triton, show me the quickest way to the bridge, he requested.
An arrow lit up on the deck to his right. Yup, just like any Earth ship. I'll get out of your hair and let you help these people. Thank you Liz. He said with a short bow before jogging off towards the freight express car.
You're welcome, she waved after him before looking back down at the controls to the emergency airlock. Now how do I get the tube and everything back in? She asked herself. A few moments later she tapped another button with her foot twice and the whole yellow tube and its stopping pad retracted along with the wire frame.
Stephanie watched as the doors leading into the starliner parted and the first of the passengers appeared. Hold there. If you have any weapons leave them aboard or check them at the bottom. We'll be taking all your ammunition so no firing will take place aboard. I'll direct you down the ramp in groups of four. Go slowly, carefully and present your identification to the officers at the bottom. We have basic accommodations for you until the TRF Peter, a rescue ship, arrives and you will be led to them as soon as possible, she said through her amplification unit. The ones at the front found the announcement loud, and a few cringed, but she had to make sure she didn't repeat herself too much. She didn't want to lose her voice like she had the last time they performed a rescue operation.
The first groups went by without incident, a few of them taking a second or two to thank her or ask simple questions. After the first nine hundred, which was the longest stream of people she'd ever seen, a gentleman stopped and showed her a pair of pistols. Lady, I heard your announcement, and I think we have a problem.
Yes? She replied with a smile.
I take these with me everywhere, and I don't go without ammo either.
You'll have to make an exception here.
No, you'll have to make an exception, missy.
Stephanie simply nodded and pointed to the right of the large mooring doors. If you'll stand right there while I let other people through so we can discuss this in a minute, she said firmly.
He gave her a surprised look then followed directions, holstering his pistols and crossing his arms.
She let the rest of the passengers through without incident, and the fellow tried to squeeze in with the last of them. Stephanie stopped him, gently touching his shoulder. Now let's finish our discussion.
You're gonna let me through with my ammo miss.
No, I'm not. Ship policy states that only registered crew can go armed, there had been no such policy established, but she decided now was a good time to use her rank and make one. The guard she had brought up with her rested his hands on his rifle, slung across his stomach and chest.
I don't know what you're trying to prove lady, but-
If I had anything to prove, you'd have been on your face ten minutes ago with a hole in your chest. Stephanie stated plainly, her hand on her sidearm. The safety on her own rifle had been turned on and locked, it was slung across her back.
He stared at her for a moment, fuming, before trying to step forward again.
She put her arm out straight and stopped him with her palm. Your ammo stays here or my scanning team won't let you through.
My ass they won't let me through, he pressed again.
Stephanie jerked her pulse pistol from it's holster, aimed and fired in one smooth motion. The bolt of energy scattered across his entire body, setting his nervous system on fire momentarily, causing him to twitch violently and fall to the ramp.
In the space of three seconds she had both his weapons out of their holsters and tossed them into the cabin of the spaceliner behind him.
I was gettin' my identification, I'm with Enreega Fed Law, he said through clenched teeth. The pain of a mid powered stun weapon was unbelievable, and he'd be disabled for at least ten minutes longer.
I couldn't care less, you attempted to intimidate the First Officer of this vessel, violated our code of conduct and didn't properly announce yourself. You're not welcome aboard. She said as she rolled him back into the space liner.
You bitch! He managed to curse through an involuntary twitch.
You don't know the half of it, Stephanie laughed as she walked out of the airlock and punched the button to seal it behind her. Frost, you're clear to release the starliner. It's empty except for one giant prick.
The giant prick didn't fit aboard? Frost retorted quietly.
Stephanie's irritation evaporated and she chuckled. He wouldn't relinquish his ammo.
Ah, all right, releasing the locks on the star liner. How are you for space down there?
We've counted eleven hundred twenty nine so far, reported Liz from the bottom of the ramp.
There were a hand full of people left, waiting to present their identification and be scanned and Stephanie quickly counted them. I'd say we just picked up eleven hundred forty three. That upper berthing is probably getting pretty full.
All right, we have one more military vessel to dock with. Frost said. They're coming across in emergency shuttles on our port side, and hard locking with us below. Ramirez will be escorting them in. Captain needs you on the bridge, Frost reported.
Has Ramirez been taking ammo?
Let me check for you, Frost said.
No, he didn't think of it, interjected Captain Valance. We should have.
Well, at least eleven hundred of them aren't- She stopped on the ramp as she saw a two by two meter storage compartment filled with ammunition and several disposable firearms. It was like looking at a munitions pit.
Something wrong?
Oh, nothing Captain, just looking at enough ammunition to fuel a small civil war. Leaves me wondering if it would have been simpler to make sure everyone was armed instead of collecting ammo. Probably would have been faster.
Well, hopefully the military personnel can help keep the peace for two days. From what we've heard the berths down there are pretty cramped. Twenty eight and fifty six bunks to a compartment and we haven't figured out the sound dampeners or soft isolation systems yet. It's going to be loud and cramped.
Well, I'll be on the bridge in a moment. I'm taking a team with me so we have security there, the rest I'll assign to keep the peace in the berth we just filled up.
I'll take my team back down to medical. It's a miracle there are no wounded. Grace said as she turned to leave the gunnery deck. Computer, show me the quickest route to the main infirmary. She commanded. Arrows appeared to her left on the deck, just in front of her feet and she raised an eyebrow. What do you know, learn something new every day.
Departure
The darkened launch bay was property of the Freeground Special Projects Team. Laura was contacted by station security as soon as someone, authorized or not, signed in. It was supposed to be sealed, both of the ships inside weren't in use any longer. They were sealed materials, working prototypes for practical research that were kept safe and undisturbed in case the systems had to be reviewed as a reference.
Laura rushed to the bay, hoping that security had been wrong about who was inside the Silkstream IV. When she arrived her fears were verified. Ayan was directing a small loader robot up the ramp into the eighteen meter long, needle shaped ship with a crate of supplies. She looked up from her arm console and stared at Laura.
She looked tired, her vacsuit was sealed up so only her face was visible and her poncho was draped over her with the hood up. I have to go, I'm sorry Laura, she could barely hear her say as she leaned on a white cane heavily.
Laura sealed the hatch behind her and sent the all clear signal to Freeground Station security. They'll have your rank for this, the Special Projects Initiative will change.
Ayan ignored every word. No one's going to get him. No one's taking the trip out there to tell him who he is, how important he is to us, what he's done. Intelligence won't even let me send him a message. They even blocked the ones I thought I got through.
Regent Galactic has threatened war if Freeground lends aid.
That's not a problem. The Silkstream's transponder's been hooked into Minuteman. I can change it to whatever I want whenever I want. They won't know this ship is from Freeground.
Laura crossed the docking bay at a run and followed Ayan up the ramp into the ship. Minuteman? That's not even finished.
Yes it is. I told him to finish constructing himself and he did. It took him less than five seconds to figure out how then two hours to finish building his processing cluster. I had to deactivate the Silkstream's AI, it was slowing him down. Ayan gestured to an unassuming, gray, one meter long case inside the small hold. It was wired into the ships computer system through several panels. The most powerful calculator is now part of the fastest ship in the galaxy. It's a match ma- Ayan stopped and coughed, leaning on her cane.
Laura rubbed her shoulders. She was little more than skin and bone. I'm sorry, I know you loved him.
I can't forget him Laura. So much of this work wouldn't have happened if it weren't for him, even Minuteman, if it weren't for him releasing Alice and us capturing a part of her predatory code inside the quantum core by mistake, none of that would have existed. A molecular quantum core so small and powerful it can even keep me alive a little longer.
What do you mean?
I installed a more advanced framework system and some nanobots into my body. Now Minuteman is controlling how they heal me, which fires to put out, which organs to save and how.
Laura could only stare at her friend, imagining the constant pain she must be going through as she walked through the habitation cabin with its small table, two built in chairs and four bunks.
I'm so tired of sitting around, pretending like every day might not be my last, feeling sorry for myself and wondering if Jonas will ever know where he comes from.
He wouldn't want you to do this, not for him, Laura pleaded quietly as she followed Ayan.
That makes him worth it, she sat down in the pilot's seat and started warming up the ship. I still love him. I tried seeing other people when I was still in shape, you were there. I kept measuring them against Jonas. Now we know where he is, or where he will be. I'm going. You'll have to drag me off this ship to stop me Laura.
She hadn't seen such determination in her friend in years. Part of her was back, the part that mattered. We love you Ayan. We don't want to see you end up all alone in space or killed in some accident.
No. You, Jason and Oz love me, I know. That's where it ends. My own mother won't take time out from building her precious colony to spend a few more days with me before I'm gone. In case you haven't noticed, I haven't been feeling very well lately, without Minuteman and all this technology I've got three days left at best. Nothing can save me, but maybe I can save Jonas. If he knows where he comes from, that someone is willing to cross the galaxy to tell him, then maybe that shadow of him I see on the Newsnets could find its way. Maybe he could have a better life.
Laura let a few tears fall as she looked into her friend's eyes. All you've built here, the team, it'll suffer.
The politics of Fleet Command are doing what they think is right with our work, but there's no focus, no purpose to any of it. It's not really improving anything for anyone just trying to live a normal life on Freeground. They're using it for military and leaking other technology out slowly, so the privileged get first crack at the benefits. What's any of it worth if it can't make us happier, healthier? she closed her eyes for a moment and let out a shuddering sigh. Please, I need to see him. Ayan whispered. Her chin was quivering, tears streamed down her face. One last time.
Laura gently took Ayan into her arms. Alright, but you're not going alone.
Oh thank God, I was afraid you wouldn't get here in time and I'd have to stay awake for the next week, Ayan sighed with a little chuckle.
You know I love you Ayan.
I know. Love you too Laura, Ayan whispered. Can I lower my nerve sensitivity now?
Yup, I'll take us out. Laura replied, knowing that Ayan must have been in constant pain. It was the trade off for mobility and mental acuity.
Alarms sounded across the Freeground Home Fleet as one of the most advanced ships ever built carrying the most sophisticated combat and logistics computer known in that part of the galaxy launched from a small bay and entered its own wormhole. The Silkstream IV, as intelligence would report to Fleet Command later on, was equipped with the first effective combination faster than light drive. Once it entered a wormhole it would generate a hyperspace field around itself, altering its mass and how it interacts with the universe so it could travel many times the speed of light.
Combining wormhole technology and hyperdrive technology had been done successfully on three ships. The first and fastest of which was the Silkstream IV, a small prototype, and nothing in the known universe could catch it. At its top speed it was fast enough to cross the milky way in under two months. It would be able to reach Jonas Valent in the Enreega system within days while only expending a small portion of its fuel.
For all intents and purposes, Ayan Rice and Laura Everin were permanently out of reach. Considering they were trying to make contact with the one man they had been forbidden to reach by threat of war, Freeground Intelligence put efforts in place to cover up the incident and disavow ownership of the Silkstream IV. All but one restricted copy of its schematics were deleted the next day.
New Arrivals
The bridge of the Triton was alive with activity. Liam was showing the crew members at each post how to access the documentation and training materials for their stations. It looked like he had already educated half the bridge staff already, and had just finished working with Frost when Stephanie walked in. He looked up at her only briefly, too distracted by the massive database associated with the tactical stations. Most of the crew knew the basics of operating their stations but the particulars, the fine tuning and more detailed instrumentation was difficult to access and seemed unwieldy at first. Sol Defence ships were developed in ways that were foreign to most of the galaxy and even though operating them seemed simple and user friendly on the surface, finer details were difficult to grasp without specific training.
Unknown to Jacob Valance, anyone on board, and even Lucius Wheeler, there was a database of tutorials and operation manuals buried in the core software. Knowing where they were, being able to reference them at a moment's notice was making a difference already. The tutorials would help later, when there was more time for the crew to learn independently.
The difference between a dedicated crew member and a jobber will be pretty obvious soon. I'm going to end up taking tutorials and running practice simulations for months but at least I have a place to start. Stephanie thought to herself as she walked to the right hand seat beside the command chair, it adjusted to her height and shape as she sat down. She listened in as she checked the ship status screen.
Whenever you're looking at a system you enter in the code one, two, three and your name and the training directory will come up. Anyone with command access at their station can bring up the information at any time. Passengers and other non-crew will only be able to access the bare minimum. Like entertainment, materializers and how to operate different fixtures in quarters. Liam was telling Ashley, Captain Valance and the navigator.
Stephanie saw a red line leading to one of the generators from the upper berth and brought up the explanation pertaining to the marking. After reading through the details of how to interpret what she was seeing her eyes went wide. Captain, we have a critical power drain from our generators leading to the materializers on deck nineteen, sections G9 to M12. They're using the materializers for a lot more than food.
Everyone at the helm turned to her. Liam walked across to the diagram she was examining. Ever take an engineering program? he asked.
Stephanie shook her head. Good instructions.
You're a quick study. She's right Captain, our power reserves are gone and if they keep it up they'll start burning out power lines.
First Officer to deck nineteen security detail.
Aye, Leland March here.
What's going on down there? It looks like everyone is using the materializers all at once.
They are. Materializer usage isn't free where most of these people come from, so they're making everything from jewellery to toys.
It's not free here either. We're about to lose power in several sections if you don't stop them.
Hey, you try stopping eleven hundred people from scrambling for the materializers. Someone just finished making a quarter ounce of platinum and half the place went nuts.
Oh my God, that must have drawn a tenth of our reserve power, Captain Valance commented as he followed Liam to the engineering station.
God dammit, if you don't put a stop to it, the whole section will lose power!
Then get down here and stop them yourself Steph! I'm not mixing it up with this mob!
Captain Valance joined the conversation. Start stunning people if you have to, just break it up.
Liam tried to cut the power to the materializers. The screen turned red, warning against a security violation. Captain, I don't have access to your systems yet. You'll have to enter me into your systems as a crew member before I can do anything.
Captain Valance hurriedly cleared the security violation. He went on to work at the problem and managed to cut all power to the affected sections. Okay, now I'll enter you into the system so you can make the changes we need. Just cut materializer usage down to low density food and simple liquids.
Steph! What the hell did you do up there? All the power's gone and people are going nuts! shouted Leland.
Get control! Get their attention and tell them that we'll have the lights back on in a minute. Reassure them, that's all they need.
I'm getting the hell out of here. Take care of it yourself, Leland retorted.
Stephanie looked to Captain Valance, who nodded. Take care of it, we'll have the lights back on in a couple minutes.
She started for the main entrance to the bridge and stopped as the massive doors parted. Trade Minister Lorne stood in the center flanked by four soldiers. He was fit, his hair trimmed square and he stood ready with his hand on his sidearm. When I arranged for you to sign with us I never expected you'd do so well Captain. On behalf of my government and all Aucharians, I thank you. We'll see that you're fairly rewarded, now please transfer command to me.
Everything on the bridge stopped dead except for Liam, who was quickly working to set up a power up sequence that would limit materializer use as soon as the lights, heat and air circulation came on in the darkened sections of the ship.
Step away from the terminal sir, one soldiers ordered, pointing his rifle at the engineer.
I'm sorry, we have a riot underway and if I don't turn the lights on innocent people will be injured or killed.
Fire on him and you will have killed the only man with a solid understanding of these systems, Captain Valance stated. And then I'll kill you myself.
At ease Sergeant, Lorne ordered haughtily. Let the man finish his work. He turned to Captain Valance. I'll ask you politely, please surrender command to me.
I'm afraid not, and since when did you have a military rank?
I served five years when I was younger, as a high ranking member of the cabinet I carry the rank of General in an emergency. Now, if you would Captain?
Jake ignored him. Liam, are the lights back on?
Just now Captain.
Good. Computer; lock down all command functions, release only by senior command codes belonging to Captain Jacob Valance.
Please verify lockdown, The monotone female computer persona replied.
Don't do it Jake, Minister Lorne said ominously.
Lockdown verif- two of the soldiers opened fire and everyone dove for cover. Captain Valance was shot several times, but there was nothing anyone could do.
Stephanie rolled to her feet and drew her pistol, firing two stun shots at the nearest soldier. They impacted on his armour and had no effect. She flicked the pistol's setting to lethal with her thumb and fired again, catching one soldier in the arm. It burned the surface of his armour, doing heat damage beneath and forcing him to drop his rifle.
The two security officers who were manning the bridge opened fire as well but were gunned down in short order.
The soldier to Lorne's left focused on Stephanie after finishing off the guard behind her. She ran for one of the console seats. The first burst of slim, white hot bolts missed her entirely. The second was closer and by the time the soldier opened up for a third round she was behind the nearest console seat.
The fabric on the chair burst open in a dozen places. Stephanie stared at the little smouldering holes for a moment, feeling like she had been run through by burning needles. Her attempts to breathe brought forth thick gurgles. She could taste the blood in the back of her throat and resisted the urge to cough. Looking down Stephanie saw her vacsuit had been punctured in many places, blood was running down from her throat.
Ashley ran to her from behind her console. Oh God, Steph. Don't do this to us, hang in there! she took her hand and gripped it tightly.
Stephanie tried to speak, tried to tell Ashley it was all right, not to worry, it didn't hurt much but nothing would come out.
Frost rushed into sight as well and put pressure on her wounds. The pain was beyond anything she'd known. Hang on lass, there's a medic below who'll take care of you just fine. Just keep those eyes open. He was so concerned, she had never seen him so desperate about anything.
After a moment she heard Jake's firearm go off several times and then he was grabbing her arm. Punching something into her Command and Control Unit.
We'll put her in emergency stasis and get her down to a tube. She'll be fine as soon as we can get her to a medical center.
You've gotta save her, Ashley shouted through tears as the world spun and faded away.
One Thing After Another
Captain Valance's wounds finished healing as he walked from where his First Officer was quickly sinking into a deep state of suspended animation up the ramp to Minister Lorne. He was so stunned he didn't bother running for cover.
You were shot at least five times. How the hell are you even breathing? his voice were panicked, his eyes were wide.
Bridge, seal all entrances, Jacob called out. The heavy paired doors were drawn into place by the motorized arms and they sealed shut. I don't know why I'm so disappointed. For some reason I never thought the Aucharians would betray me.
This is the only combat ready ship in the entire solar system. You don't even have the crew, Jake.
What about the destroyer you docked with? I'd say that looked pretty functional.
You mean the half that was left undamaged? We managed to get the engines running after the Eden Fleet caught us fleeing the system.
So General Lorne runs away instead of remaining to coordinate his forces in their time of need. You serve your people better managing matters of finance.
Most of our fleet was out of the system, going after Regional Galactic assets. Our intelligence indicated that there was no threat, their nearest battle group was over a week away. No one saw the Eden Fleet coming, no one could have.
So you try to take my ship.
This is an Earth ship, how could it be yours?
That's not for you to question, Captain Valance said as he let go of his throat and took the collar of the uniform firmly in hand. He dragged him towards the front of the bridge, yanking him hard whenever he tried to get his balance.
Now you're taking me captive?
Why not? I need options, and if I can take you hostage for a little more leverage, what's the harm? The door to the forward observation room opened and he pushed him inside. Seriously, I'd expect a better solution from you. You're known for striking a good bargain. What the hell were you thinking? he didn't let him answer, but pressed the manual close button and locked the door. Computer, disable everything but life support in that room.
I'm sorry sir, all AI driven automation is inoperable in this section. the computer replied.
I've got it sir. Frost announced as he moved to the security station, right beside tactical. Won't be able to use the computers, materializers or open doors. Just put a communications block on the room. Even his own comm won't work.
Captain Valance went back to Stephanie, she had been shot one in the throat and several times down the torso. The punctures were small, but there was a lot of bleeding before he had managed to put her into emergency stasis. He extended his left hand and took a medical reading. She won't last more than a couple hours like this. Frost, check those rifles and see what they fire.
He ran over and picked up one of the fallen soldiers rifles. Looks like they use a kind of needle ammo. he checked the clip and opened a small servicing compartment. The shots are razor thin and low velocity.
So the needles are probably twisted up inside, Jake concluded. We have to get her down to medical. He looked to Ashley, who was hanging on his every word while holding Stephanie's hand. Can you make sure we don't veer off course and check our power levels?
She just looked at him, her eyes brimming with tears.
He stroked her cheek, wiping some of the wetness away. Ashley, you need to pilot the ship. We can't help her if we end up smashing into a moon.
O-okay. She nodded as she put Stephanie's hand down carefully at her side. Ashley wiped her tears as she sat down at the helm beside her navigator, who was shaky at best.
Medical.
Yes Captain? Replied Grace.
Can you spare a stretcher and two trained people to get Stephanie to the nearest stasis pod?
I'll go up now with my best. You're only one express car ride away. What's her condition?
She was shot with some kind of needle rounds. There are no exit wounds. I put her in emergency stasis. Sending you the scan results now.
There was silence for a moment as Grace reviewed the results. She's full of micro shrapnel. You saved her life Captain. Don't know if I can patch her up but I might be able to put her in deep stasis so she'll keep until we can get real doctors aboard. He could hear her getting ready in the background.
That's what I was hoping.
Sir, a transit vessel is trying to dock with us. I can't raise them on comms. Cynthia said as she sat back down at her station. She was rattled, had taken refuge under her station during the firefight but was making a quick recovery.
I see them. They're locking on to a mooring point, Ashley confirmed.
Get us away from them. We aren't in a position to help. Ordered Captain Valance.
I'll try, but main engines are offline, I can't force a restart. I'm down to thrusters.
Do your best. What's going on in engineering?
Liam shook his head. We had two power plants running until just a minute ago. Someone's down there shutting things off. We're already on emergency power.
How much time do we have left at our consumption rate?
About three and a half hours, then everything powers down. I can't do anything from here, someone's disconnected the main lines.
Captain Valance scanned one of the guards who were shot during the firefight and shook his head as his readings confirmed complete brain death. We have to get control of something, let's start there. Frost, make internal sensors your priority. I want to see what's going on.
Aye sir, Frost brought up the holographic overlay that explained all the internal security station controls as his hand moved over them to help him work faster. Can't believe Wheeler never trained anyone for this. Someone with a wee bit o' know how would be a saviour right about now. He muttered to himself as he changed the bridge's main holodisplay to a cross section of the ship and brought up another image detailing several of the engineering compartments. The live feeds showed several soldiers working at one of the main power plants.
Liam, can you do anything to stop them or give us more power from here, anything at all?
This ship's hull is one big solar and gravity reactor.
Gravity reactor? I didn't see any arms out there.
The hull responds to pressures and shifts in the gravity influencing it and generates power. We could redirect some of that power to the command and life support systems.
All right, that's a great place to start.
I can't do it all from here, I'll have to go down three decks, almost right below us.
Check that route Frost. Captain Valance ordered.
He turned and focused in on the route Liam had highlighted and didn't see anyone stationed there. Clear, don't know for how long though.
Ramirez, where are you? The Captain asked through his communicator. He waited several long moments but got no response. Can you find them anywhere? He asked Frost.
He floundered at the controls for a moment, looking for something then his eyebrows raised and he said; Ah! There you are, little bugger. to himself. Several button presses later he focused in on a dozen people huddled next to the outer hull above the main doors to hangar two. There's most of them, all sealed up in their suits enjoyin' the view.
Now how did that happen? Captain Valance asked as he looked at the image on the main holographic projector. Cynthia, open a line to Price's private comm.
Aye sir, Cynthia replied, turning back to her station.
In the meantime, how are we for avoiding that transit ship? Captain Valance asked Ashley.
Not very well, they're keeping up with us fine, the only problem they're having is docking. If I stop manoeuvring they'll lock with us for sure. They nearly collided with us on a couple tries. She was doing much better than just minutes ago. Having something to work at was keeping her mind off her best friend's condition.
Okay, can you lock them out if they dock, Frost?
He looked over the control panel again then turned a holographic representation of the ship until he could see the mooring point they were aiming for and selected it. Aye, I can.
Good, stop manoeuvring Ash, watch the bigger picture, make sure we're not headed for a bigger collision or worse trouble. Frost, lock 'em out.
Aye sir.
I have Agameg Price on the line for you sir, Cynthia reported. Sounds like he's glad to hear from you.
Price, what are you doing outside the ship? Asked Captain Valance.
Four of the emergency shuttles were filled with Aucharian soldiers. They began firing on us right away and caught Ramirez and most of his team by surprise. I decided we should retreat. I would have told you but our comms were jammed.
We need to regroup in the command section. Can your people get to the bridge? Captain Valance walked over to the secondary holographic display where an exterior view of the ship was being shown, it was as tall as he was. He looked at it carefully, turning the image with his hand so he was looking at the command section of the ship.
We can if we go from the outside.
Fantastic, make your way almost to the observation room. Just beneath it you'll find an emergency airlock. We'll let you in there.
Excellent, we'll see you in a minute sir.
Liam opened a compartment under the engineering station and found a tool kit. I'm glad whoever had this ship before didn't pillage all the supplies, he commented as he walked to the front of the bridge and knelt down.
What are you doing? Captain Valance asked quietly.
I'm looking for the latch that'll open this hidden access panel. There's an entire flight control room beneath us according to the schematics in the computer, the access point to external power generation is there. If we're going to reroute power I'd best get to it sooner rather than later.
We'll wait for Price and the rest of the security team. I'd rather be safe than sorry.
Well, then we may as well open things up for them, Liam insisted calmly as he opened the hidden panel and pressed a few buttons. Meter wide sections of the floor turned transparent in a radial pattern underfoot and lights came on below. There was what looked like an entirely different kind of bridge just beneath their feet. Ramps lowered on either side of the bridge for people to move back and forth between.
The holographic projectors and stations turned on, each showing different tactical grids of the area. Stations were set up with high stools, all made to command groups of starfighters, gunships and larger vessels.
This is a carrier Captain, and as soon as we get things running right I'm sure you'll do something incredible with her. That's why I want to help you get her back in shape, Liam said with a smile. That is, after you've taken it back.
The Fastest Indirect Route
Soldiers, bloody everywhere we turn more soldiers, Grace grumbled as she peeked around a corner to find the last hallway between her and the bridge guarded. This is the only way to the bridge now that they managed to lock down the primary express cars.
Unless we go outside, Gary, one of the volunteer nurses commented. He had triage training, which was better than most, and had arrived on the starliner.
Well, two of us are in vacsuits. Fiona whispered with a shrug. If we can find one for you we could actually go around.
Gary looked to her wide eyed. You're serious?
Yup, why not? Probably almost as fast.
She's right. It's not like we're armed or trained for a direct firefight. Going around makes sense, Grace agreed. She walked quietly back down the hallway to a meter wide space between doors. Show me the emergency escape equipment and facilities in this hallway. She whispered to the computer. She didn't know for certain if it would work, but since she was able to ask for directions effectively before, who knew what else the ship could do?
A meter wide section of the wall behind her became transparent and revealed four flimsy looking white vacsuits and a hatch leading into a tiny escape shuttle. Does anyone know how to fly that? Grace asked.
I flunked my leisure pilot's test four times, but I could. Fiona said with a shrug.
I've got my certification for mid and small sized interplanetary craft. Don't like those vacsuits though, they look more like a bunch of bags glued together.
Well, hurry up and get in one, Grace whispered harshly. We're going for a very short ride. She opened the hatch and passed him a vacsuit. Captain, she addressed through her communicator. We have a problem but I've found a solution. We're going to take an emergency shuttle to go around the guards between us and the bridge. How is Stephanie doing?
Not so well, she might have another hour, The Captain replied quietly. She could tell he was trying to keep his response from the rest of the crew.
We'll try to be there quickly. There might be something in the emergency shuttle we can use to stabilize her. Put her in a deeper state of stasis. I can't see us getting her back to medical unless we use brute force.
Understood. Hurry but be careful.
Aye sir. Grace followed Gary and Fiona into the escape shuttle and closed the small hatch behind her. The little ship was made for four, and was hidden behind two thick layers of hull plating.
Gary took a moment to look at the controls and the series of manual buttons and switches. Everything was fairly well labelled, but Grace knew she was probably the worst pilot out of all three of them, so she let him get his bearings and concentrated on keeping a watch on the hatch behind them instead of trying to assist, making sure the guards didn't hear something and decide to investigate.
Everything okay? Fiona asked.
I'm fine, Gary replied hastily. I just don't think there's a way to get this thing going without making a lot of noise.
I don't think we're worried about that.
What about fighters? If there are any out there they can just pick us off.
I don't think we're worried about that either, Fiona said, shaking her head impatiently.
Did the Captain say if there were fighters or anything out there? Gary asked Grace.
He would have told us.
Ask him anyway? Just to be sure?
Grace sighed; Sure, just get us ready. Captain, are there any fighters or hostiles out there?
No, nothing offensive on tactical.
Thank you sir. Grace cut the channel and nodded at Gary. Okay, let's get this thing going.
He's sure? It didn't sound like he took time to check.
Grace smacked him in the back of the head with a flick of her wrist. Get us flying or I'll give it a try!
Gary turned to the controls and pressed the launch initiation button. It's going to be loud.
The first section of armoured hull in front of the shuttle split in the middle and drew to the side while the outer layer flipped outward, opening and clanging against the outer hull above it. The four meter thick hardened metal plate's impact made the whole section of the ship vibrate. After three seconds the rear shuttle thrusters fired and they were shot out of its storage compartment. The power came on as Gary started decelerating.
The sound of the forward thrusters firing was deafening as Gary struggled to slow the ship down so they could turn around and head to the command section of the Triton.
Fiona looked to Grace, grinning from ear to ear. We'll have to do this some time when it isn't an emergency!
Grace didn't agree, the slow rotation of the shuttle was making everything outside spin and she could feel the last emergency ration she ate threaten to make a reappearance. You know, after being out in space for a while you'd think you wouldn't want to sick up so often.
Fiona's grin lessened a little. I didn't realize how small this shuttle was until just now.
Don't throw up back there, it'll get everywhere in zero gravity. Gary said over his shoulder. A moment later he flipped the shuttle end over end to face the Triton.
The stars, the wreckage around them and the distant planet moved past the window with blurring speed. To her relief, Grace caught sight of a sick bag just in time and snatched it from the dispenser. Well, she hoped it was a sick bag. Fiona cringed at the sight and sound of her throwing up.
Grace finished before long and dug into her side pocket for a mini injector. She pressed it to her neck and sighed. Okay, no more of that now. I should have medicated before getting into the shuttle.
Fiona handed her a napkin. You've planned everything else and come up with more solutions than I can track today. I think we can overlook this little screw up.
Only if you seal that sick bag properly, Gary muttered over his shoulder.
Don't worry, it's sealed and in the bin. Good thing I didn't close my vacsuit yet.
Doesn't it have waste management built in?
It does, but its cleaning systems really only keep your eyes, nose and mouth clear. Regent Galactic didn't exactly splurge on us.
You work for Regent Galactic? Gary asked.
I did until Captain Valance took over and hired us on with him. I'm a regular rebel now.
Good to have you with us. I worked for them for a year, worst year of my life.
What did you do? Asked Fiona. The Triton was looming larger in the front window.
Sanitation and recycling systems on a deep space mining station. There were only sixty-one people aboard, but man could they make a mess.
You were a janitor?
I was a janitor in command of a dozen cleaning bots. The only janitor, actually.
Wow, that sounds important, Fiona replied, rolling her eyes.
No insulting the pilot during docking operations, Gary grumbled as he rotated the shuttle and turned it around so it faced an airlock just to the right of the bridge. Did you guys see the boarders climbing along the hull? You might want to let the Captain know about that. He said as he lined the shuttle up so he could back in.
I didn't see it.
There were a dozen of them, looked armed.
Good eye. Grace said as she opened a channel to the bridge. Captain, we have a dozen or so boarders space walking towards the bridge. They're headed to an emergency airlock right below our mooring point.
They're ours. They're waiting until you dock then they'll be joining us on the bridge. Cynthia replied.
Good to know, Grace said as she sealed the head piece to her vacsuit, tucking her shoulder length black hair into it.
Fiona followed suit. Looks like we weren't the first to have this idea.
What worries me is the fact that they were armed, what could be in their way that they couldn't fight through? Gary said as the shuttle made contact with the ship and bounced away gently. Crap. One more try and I'll get it.
Do you want me to try? Fiona asked.
Shhh. Sane people are driving.
Hey! I'm uncoordinated, not crazy.
Anyone who takes the test and fails four times has got to be a little loopy. Gary said as he lined the shuttle up carefully.
Okay, we have to get focused on what we're here to do. The First Officer needs to be put in stasis of some kind or we have to use nanotechnology to get her stabilized. I don't see any stasis systems in here. Grace said, looking around the small shuttle.
You're right. Extended life support and a sustenance materializer, but that's about it.
Take the emergency medical kit under your seat. Every little bit helps.
The shuttle made contact again. This time there were a satisfying series of clicks as it sealed perfectly with the station. Its rear door popped open and they stepped out onto the flight command deck. Grace rushed up the ramp to the main bridge and knelt down beside Stephanie. You didn't move her?
Not a millimetre, Answered Jake.
Good, there's a lot of damage.
Fiona and Gary set up a stretcher on the other side while Grace took a detailed scan of Stephanie and shook her head. I'm out of choices here. If we were in main medical deep stasis might be an option, but even then.
What do you need? Captain Valance asked.
Space and quiet. We're going to inject her with mass bio gel and two ounces of nanobots. Whatever weapons they used stirred her up inside. Grace whispered.
So the nanobots will rebuild her internal organs from raw mass?
Yes, but it's not ideal. If this works it might look like she's back on her feet in fine shape but even with recovery meds it'll take at least a day for all of her tissues to properly recover from density loss and her circulatory system could suffer a blockage from any materials left over by the nanobots. These aren't surgical grade nanos we're using here, they're emergency units, quick workers.
Is there anything else we can do without getting her to the infirmary? Captain Valance asked as he took a medical scan.
A deeper form of stasis, but her chance of survival would diminish every minute she spends outside of a full suspension tube. We should treat her here.
If it's the only way.
It is. Grace said as she prepared an injector. Can you open her vacsuit in a few places?
I can.
Grace and Captain Valance got to work with Fiona and Gary assisting. Price and his team came running up the ramp and stopped when they saw what was going on. They had to inject bio gel and the nanobots that used it into several different parts of her torso. The millions of nanobots would have to be activated all at once. Until then they would pool near the injection sites, mixing in with the gel they would use to rebuild vital organs until Grace activated them.
When Stephanie had been injected in over a dozen places Grace looked to Captain Valance. He glanced at the results his hand scanner was displaying and nodded. She sent the command to activate and Stephanie's body twitched as they went to work.
She sat back and waited, watching her wrist scanner. Captain Valance watched his own command unit, holding his hand out above her to take constant readings. Her internal organs were rebuilt, vascular system returned to its original condition, and any foreign matter was broken down into usable mass then used to repair bone, muscle and skin.
After a minute Captain Valance leaned forward and compressed her chest rhythmically. The stasis is failing. Do you have an activator?
Fiona pulled two tiny pads from her emergency kit and handed them to Grace.
Oh please Stephanie, oh God please. Ashley whispered as she lowered her face into her hands. She had kept her eyes on her station up until that point.
Grace placed one of the silver pads on Stephanie's temple and the other over her heart the pressed a button on her medical wrist unit. Her body was forced into taking a smooth deep breath, her heart started beating and her synaptic activity was stimulated. Stephanie's eyes snapped open and her whole body twitched. Her arms reached up with a twitch and her hands clutched at the air above reflexively.
Grace turned the activators off as Captain Valance caught one of Stephanie's hands. Even in death activators could force such a reaction from someone who had undergone so much nanosurgery, and Jake was as prepared as he could be to watch the life fade from Stephanie's eyes as the autonomic responses brought on by the activators stopped.
To his relief Stephanie looked up at him, smiled, gripped his hand tightly and said; I need a bigger gun.
Hernando Ramirez
Ramirez had staunched the bleeding in his leg and secured the vacsuit emergency seal around his left arm at the elbow. The grenade had done so much damage he knew he was teetering on death. Shrapnel had cut his left leg short at the shin, the other was burned so badly he couldn't move it and his left hand was gone. They had left him for dead but his vacsuit saved him.
He didn't have a communicator, it was destroyed along with his left wrist, but thankfully his vacsuit had an emergency package on the back of his neck and the pain medication kept him awake and the agony was bearable. Now I know what Finn felt like, he whispered to himself through broken front teeth.
He looked around. In front of him was one of the emergency shuttles the boarders had tricked them with. It looked military, but it had come in from the rear half of a destroyer. Everyone on his and Price's team thought that they were coming aboard for rescue, no one thought they would actually try to seize control. When he woke up and realized that his suit had saved his life, constricting as much as it could in its damaged state and applying pressure to slow the bleeding, it didn't take him long to realize that he was alone. The pain meds had already started flowing through his system, another thing to be thankful for. Emergency nanobots had done what they could, but there was too much damage.
He did his best to remember what he had left. A working brain, right arm and the will to do something, anything to stop the boarders. Ramirez rolled his eyes around, craning his stiff neck a little to get a better view of the large hangar, then he spotted a working communicator on the wrist of a nearby corpse. He pulled himself to it with his right arm, it took forever to cross less than two meters.
He was just about to contact Captain Valance when he heard a hatch open, followed closely by three more. Another escape vessel must have landed, and he heard the sounds of boots hitting the deck. The troops he could see from his vantage point were checking their rifles and taking a moment to muster. After falling into ranks they started running to the lifts. Oh no you don't, he thought to himself.
He opened a private channel with Captain Valance. Captain, decompress hangar two. You have at least forty more boarders on their way. He caught sight of a few of them running by. None even noticed him.
Ramirez? We thought you were killed.
I'm fine, I'm secure. Just flush these bastards out into space.
I don't see you on our internal systems.
I'm secure. Flush 'em out.
Brace yourself. The main hangar doors opened quickly, several meters per second. Air rushed out and anything not secure was pulled with it.
It was an honour Captain, Ramirez managed to say into the communicator before it was ripped out of his hand. He tried to grab hold of a landing strut as he slid by at an increasing speed and missed it.
His body turned as he skidded across the floor and he could see the doors wide open, the darkness of space beyond. It had been years since he had looked at it for what it was. Distant stars, billions of them out there, glimmering.
In the space of a short life he'd seen over a hundred worlds, more cities, and met even more people. On the Samson alone he had seen people come, go, die, and survive with him. His acquaintances became friends, his friends became loved ones and before he knew it the Samson was his home.
He crossed over the edge of the launch bay and drifted out into space. The bitter cold embraced him as his body turned. Pain killers made the cold a distant sensation. The Triton loomed. Make her a home Captain, make it their home. He wished as his sight faded and his body became absolutely still.
Rash Acts
Ramirez? Ramirez! Captain Valance shouted into his communicator. He spun on his heel. Frost! Close the hanger bay doors and look for him. Cynthia, find out where that communication came from!
They set to work as Captain Valance looked to the front of the bridge, where the field of stars in front of the ship was displayed.
I can't find him sir, Frost reported. He's not coming up anywhere and I know I'm using this right.
Cynthia turned in her seat. The transmission came from hangar two. I double checked. The signal went dead shortly after the doors opened, she said quietly.
Captain Valance ground his teeth and balled his fists, standing motionless, looking out into the stars beyond the drifting wreck of a defensive station in the distance. You have the bridge, Commander. he said as he strode towards the observation room door.
Stephanie looked around and realized no one else knew what he was talking about when he referred to a Commander. The new engineer had gone below the bridge with Price and his team, and there was no one of that rank in place that she knew of. Instead of questioning it, she sat down in the Captain's chair and watched as Jake punched in the entry code for the observation room and strode through.
I guess you're a Commander now. Congratulations? Frost whispered from her left with a shrug.
I hope he doesn't do anything a medical kit can't fix, Ashley's copilot said quietly.
Minister Lorne looked up at Captain Valance as calmly as he could. He looked furious, yes, but it was held in place by cold discipline. Jacob Valance was an imposing man when he wanted to be, and when he slammed his fists against the top of the conference table he jumped in his seat.
I'm done here! After taking on this heroes mantle for your people you come aboard my ship under the pretence of need and try to take it for yourself?
You're a hunter, a glorified repo man. If you weren't so good at it I'd never know who you were and I'd be none the worse for it. Lorne said haughtily. He was putting up a brave front but his eyes were shifty, it sounded like he was reciting a rehearsed speech. The Minister of Defence sent me to commandeer this ship. We can offer you fair compensation at a later-
Don't try to reason with me, we're way beyond that. You have three options right here, right now. You can command your forces to obey my orders, you can tell them to leave by the quickest route possible or you can take a trip out the airlock!
He stared back at the Captain, feigning calm. Lorne's lip twitched, there was sweat forming on his brow and he rubbed his palms together slowly.
Did you people really know what kind of bastard you chose to heft your banner? He shouted in full fury as he reached across the table, grabbed the smaller man's jacket and hauled him out of his chair. Jake turned and dragged him across the table like a rag doll, striding through the door with him in tow behind. He moved so fast the Minister couldn't catch his feet.
Lorne struggled to get his balance, but Jake flung him out in front of him. The Minister rolled and came up on his knees. There was no chance to defend himself before the muzzle of Captain Valance's sidearm was up against his forehead. Spacing's too honourable a death for you. This is better. I love what this gun does to people. One minute they're just standing there, the next they're cut in half, or staggering around headless before their bodies realize their brain is gone, he said in a malicious whisper. He flicked the safety off and he could hear the power cell charge up with a high pitched whine.
A small, panicked sound escaped Lorne's open mouth. He was breathing quickly, staring widely at the handle of the heavy sidearm. Oh God, he whimpered.
I've done this before right in front of these people with a dead cell loaded, it won't surprise them if I pull the trigger and you disappear from the neck up, he tilted his head to one side. Much.
We need this ship, Regent Galactic will take advantage of this opening. Lorne blubbered, his resolve had cracked, his hands were up and he shook visibly. I was following orders, only following orders.
This is my ship. People have died because of you and your choices. If you don't put your soldiers in line behind me I'll lose even more. Think about it for just a second. I'll kill you, then I'll go get my cloaksuit. Your soldiers won't see me coming as I start murdering them one by one. It won't be a battle, there won't be a seconds worth of fight to it. I'll just start killing until Regent Galactic decides to board. Then I'll start on them. Murdering one after another until I'm alone in a wasted hull piled with corpses! Starting with yours.
O-okay, I'll command them to take your orders.
Betray me and I promise you won't leave this ship alive, Captain Valance flipped his safety on and holstered his sidearm. Stand up and take a few deep breaths. I don't want you sounding nervous when you give the order.
Stephanie moved to the seat at the right of the command chair as Jake turned and strode to the Captain's seat in the center. They both watched Minister Lorne as he tried to calm himself, taking deep breaths and folding his arms after realizing his hands were still shaking. After several minutes he looked to the Captain and nodded, straightening his jacket.
Sit right here, Captain Valance ordered, pointing to the seat at his left.
He walked to the chair and sat down. From a pocket he produced a communicator and opened a channel.
The face of an armoured vacsuit came up on the two dimensional display after a moment. Yes Minister?
Your orders have changed Major. I'm placing Captain Valance in command. He's a more able commander than I had expected and will work in our best interests.
Minister?
That's an order. Pass the word down the line. The Triton is Valent's ship. I'm legitimizing his capture.
Yes sir, right away.
Cleanup
Captain Valance let Liam's plan to connect the exterior solar and gravity based power systems to the command section go ahead. After that was finished Liam was able to proceed to main engineering for the first time since he had come aboard. All eight of the reactors had been shut down or disconnected from the main power grid. If it weren't for their fading emergency power the Triton would be adrift, helpless.
When Agameg Price returned to the bridge with his security team he boggled at Minister Lorne for a moment before regaining his composure. The Aucharians have stood down and two squads have gone to the upper berth to aid with crowd control.
How are things there? Asked Captain Valance.
Not as bad as I had thought. Once Leland and his group were pressed out of the compartments and the lights came back on the situation calmed down. A few people fell through the deck where the plating was damaged and I've sent Grace to help.
Stephanie looked a little surprised and smiled at Agameg. Good work. So things have calmed down?
Yes, they are wondering when help is coming though, if they will be transported to another port so they can continue on to their final destinations. A few were bound for this system in particular, and are unsure of their fates, he said sadly.
Captain Valance looked to the Minister, who was staring straight ahead. Do you have a contingency plan in place?
We were going to use your ship and anything else that still had power to ferry survivors into the outer system until a battle group could get here.
How far out are they?
He hesitated before answering. Five days.
We have the TRF Peter en route, they'll be here much sooner.
Do you realize the debt that will incur? My people can't afford that kind of cost while rebuilding.
Captain Valance ran his hand down his face and laughed ruefully. He brought up the scan results of Enreega's surface using the control panel on his chair. There are two cities still burning, several sunk and two are nothing but dead hulks drifting in orbit. You're worried about cost?
No one's going to help us rebuild for free. Independence comes at a great cost and most of that can be calculated in credits, he protested quietly. These rescue ships come with a high price tag, they're in it for the cash as much as anyone else.
There's no market to manipulate here. Your people are dying and you have to make sacrifices to save as many as you can. How much it costs is besides the point.
You have no idea what you're talking about.
You might be right, politics don't interest me and I'd probably be out of my depth if I tried to run for office. You're on equally unsure footing, Minister. Remember, you're on my ship, a captured Sol Defence vessel that's run by brutal discipline and faith.
Faith? You're joking.
My people have to have faith in each other and in my decisions. Otherwise there would be chaos. If one of us fails and survives we must have faith that everyone has learned from their experiences. Faith is at the core of this crew, if it wasn't that would leave money and fear and these days I can't afford to use either as often as I used to.
He sat staring blankly, straight ahead, only nodding once to acknowledge what Captain Valance had said.
Jake looked to Cynthia, who had been watching the entire exchange with interest. Open the comm ship wide please, he asked.
Yes sir, the channel is open.
He stood up and looked at the Minister. This is Captain Valance. We are beginning repairs and will be underway to the Pollanis System as soon as possible. The TRF Peter will follow if we leave before they can meet with us. We can't stay here any longer than necessary. We don't know if the Eden Fleet will return. While repairs are underway I'd like anyone who would like to join the crew of the Triton and has qualifications to send their information to the bridge. Keep it short. If you have children aboard, please be aware that this is a ship of war, and I won't want to put the young in harms way.
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