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Chapter
One

 


How can it hurt
so much and still be better? Jayleigh Printer clenched his left
hand to stop it from scratching at the bandages that covered his
right. The wrappings continued up his arm, underneath his pristine
shirt sleeve, locking his wrist and restricting the movement of
both elbow and shoulder. Every muscle ached from the confinement
and his nerves burned. His fingers twitched sporadically beyond his
control and every time they flexed jolts of pain shot through the
limb.

The nurse had
to help him to put his jacket on now it was time to leave. He had
requisitioned a fresh uniform in his normal size but it transpired
the privations he had suffered had cost him over a stone in weight
and the new clothes hung loosely on him. This was fortunate as it
meant they were able to squeeze the jacket over the dressings, and
he should be able to manage himself once the swelling went down and
he regained some mobility. He hoped this proved true, because there
would be no one to help him on Jethabel. No one he would allow to
see him this way.

This operation
had been a simple one, the last of a series of procedures designed
to restore movement and feeling to his maimed arm and hand. It had
been done under local anaesthetic and he had only stayed overnight
as a precaution. He felt far stronger than he had after the
earlier, more invasive procedures. He did not need assistance to
walk and he believed the dullness of his senses would reverse as
soon as he stopped taking the painkillers, which he intended to do
as soon as he left the building.

He signed the
discharge papers promising to keep up his aftercare treatment
regime and confirming his insurance details. The staff had a sense
of professional pride which indicated the work done on him was high
quality, in their opinions at least. They watched as he made his
way downstairs and “outside”, careful not to slip, look dizzy or
scratch his bandages. His hand was already protesting but he
refused to acknowledge it.

The hospital
stood near the edge of Tau Dome, a recent addition to the colony.
The earlier domes were thick and opaque, their bases set many yards
deep into Myo’s bedrock and their towering buildings filling almost
every cubic yard. Learnings had since been made regarding
humanity’s long-term reaction to confined spaces and consequently
Tau was taller and constructed of transparent hexagonal sections.
Paradoxically this seemed to make it darker as the russet and grey
swirl of Myo’s eternal dust storms did little to comfort the mind.
Mental collapse and suicide continued to decimate the planet’s
inhabitants and cause headaches for their government.

Printer had
completed a psychiatric evaluation the day he had arrived on the
surface and didn’t fear for his sanity. He had not been shown the
results, of course. He suspected that he was not as sound as he had
once been. Sheraton felt a long way away, but in reality it was
only three months since the Tren had taken everything he owned and
come so close to taking his life. The trauma to his shoulder and
the pressures of being marooned on an uncontrollable alien warship
must also be taken into account. A few stress related weaknesses
were to be expected. He shouldn’t allow himself to wonder what the
diagnosis, and prognosis, was. It could not be too serious, for he
had retained his rank and privileges and even been formally
invested as Jethabel’s Captain.

This meant that
he had work to do and could not stop to admire the carefully laid
out gravel gardens and ornamental ponds he was passing by. He would
not have lingered even if he had had the time. Beautiful as they
were, he did not find the parks restful. The Myoan race was
unusually homogenous after many generations of severely restricted
space and strictly controlled immigration and the norm was dark
skinned, raven haired and at least a foot shorter than he was. He
could not be comfortable anywhere he was so easily marked out.

The governor’s
mansion stood in the Alpha Dome of the Myoan capital. This was
titularly appropriate, but did leave it somewhat out of the way.
The city had been founded in the protective lee of mammoth cliffs,
and as it had grown out onto the plateau the Alpha Dome had been
left divided from the bulk of the population on the far side of the
space port. The main government offices were located in other domes
(to spread the risk of a failure in the atmospheric systems) and
the residential and public spaces were further segregated (for
security concerns). Fortunately, the public transport system was
excellent and a short underground mag-train ride took him away from
the hospital.

The train was
crowded, though someone was kind enough (or frightened enough) to
surrender their seat for him. It was crowded everywhere on Myo and
even after a month he was not accustomed to it. The natives had
developed convoluted habits and norms to ensure that everyone had
the space they needed, adding to his alienation. It was the polite
custom to pretend you were alone, even when packed tightly into a
narrow car. Everyone was engrossed in the news and sport reports
which played where windows would have been on a surface carriage.
Printer found it a little bizarre and very dull, but the journey
was mercifully rapid.

Exiting the
train he was thrust into the pandemonium of Alpha Central Station.
The citizens had learned how to make progress through the press of
people, knowing when to steer to the left or right and always being
aware of where there was a gap to press through. He did not have
the knack and was forever apologising for collisions and
clumsiness. He was glad to emerge onto the streets again.

Alpha Dome was
so sturdy it was difficult to tell he was above ground. The only
difference between the surface and underground was fewer people and
this was more a factor of distance from the train than of altitude.
The endless corridors were confusingly similar but well signposted
and he had memorised his route.

He let himself
into the governor’s mansion through the commissariat entrance – a
discrete doorway controlled by a retinal scanner. Beyond that were
two featureless corridors lined with cameras and a small elevator
operated via a fingerprint scanner and equipped with poison gas
injectors, after which he emerged into a lavishly furnished
reception area.

Three handsome
receptionists faced him behind their imposing counter. They all
wore headsets but none currently appeared to be doing any work.
They might actually be the governor’s secretarial staff – even the
young man was sombre enough he might have clearance. Printer would
be shocked and disappointed if they weren’t also armed and
deadly.

No one spoke
but, as he was neither early nor late, Printer continued on without
their permission. Beyond the imposing double doors, where only the
invited few could venture, the real security began. A double bank
of scanners and sensors, backed up by a pair of well-trained dogs,
gave him a thorough examination. He had brought nothing mechanical,
not even a wrist watch, so there could be no possible reason to
delay or detain him. They wasted enough time making him justify his
medication, which he had not had an opportunity to store
elsewhere.

They held him
long enough to prove the point and then allowed him entry to the
governor’s office, where he found a seat on the plush leather sofa
in the modernist waiting room. The décor seemed rather brutal to
his sensibilities, all magnolia walls and black and silver
fittings, full of sharp angles and straight lines. He had lived the
majority of his life in such clinical surroundings, but Jethabel’s
warm tones and soft shapes had spoiled him.

By the clock it
was 10:45. Either the journey had taken ten minutes longer than he
had expected or Willows had set it fast to make everyone think they
were late. It was another six minutes before she opened her door.
Printer was not disturbed. He was not in a hurry and not
particularly nervous. This was not his first meeting with the
governor, though it should be the last. For now, at least.

“I have begun
without you,” she said, peremptorily indicating for him to sit as
she prepared to get back to work. “Feel free to review and
highlight any issues.”

Printer
obediently picked up the offered tablet. There were already a pile
of forms sitting on her server – Myoan citizenship grants for the
civilian refugees on board Jethabel, lease agreements for a dome
for them to live in, security and monitoring contracts for said
dome to ensure compliance with the confidentiality agreements… All
of the little details of creating 250 new lives had passed under
Willows’ pen this morning. They had all been pre-agreed but it took
time to check everything was in order.

The transfer
papers for his three surviving convict test subjects had been
approved. It appeared that they were needed to replace others on
the program recently sacrificed in an ostentatious and distasteful
assault on Theril. He was not sure if he was disappointed that the
program had come to fruition in his absence, or relieved that he
had not been required to participate in its first active mission.
He did know that he was sorry to see his charges leave, irrational
as that was. In the same vein he was glad the most promising
subject, Joshua Hartley, would remain in his care. He had lost some
objectivity during his tribulations, although he was not naïve
enough to admit it aloud.

He regretted
not taking more of his pain killer. He had wanted to be sharp, but
the pain was becoming more distracting. Holding up the tablet was
cramping his abused muscles. He transferred it to his other hand,
but it was too late to avert the episode. He had to put the tablet
down and concentrate on breathing through the pain as his digits
contorted of their own volition.

Finally the
spasm passed and he was able to bring his attention back to the
present. Governor Willows had waited patiently. It was not a virtue
she was well known for and Printer tried not to stretch it further
than he had to. “May we continue?” she asked politely. He nodded.
“I understand your final surgery was completed successfully
yesterday?”

“It was.” The
pain would last for some days yet, before it was finally allowed to
fade. He would carry the scars for longer, both on his body and his
soul, but it was undoubtedly an improvement to be free of the pain.
“I expect to return to Jethabel when we are finished here, with
your agreement, of course.”

“Of course.” It
was possible to leave a planet without the governor’s permission,
even a planet as strictly controlled as Myo, but it was rarely
wise. Far better, and often easier, to coerce the governor into
complying. Willows, however, was not the normal variety of
governor. She had come from the commissariat, and not because she
was forced out for incompetence either. She was one of the few
willing to sacrifice their secure bureaucratic careers for the
chance of an elected mandate. Many were encouraged to try, because
it was so useful to have a politician who understood the practical
realities, but not many actually risked it. It was a gamble which
had, so far, paid off in her case. It helped that she was handsome,
of the majority ethnicity, married with children and possessed a
charming PR manner that she was not currently utilising. “The Tren
cannot be brought down.”

Printer
suppressed a sigh. “Dr Ramsay cannot be left where he is, connected
to the greatest warship in Alliance space.” Surely after a month of
wrangling we can agree on that much?

“He is too
dangerous to permit on Myo.” Apparently not. “This is an unusually
vulnerable world.”

“I am aware of
that, governor, but I cannot conceive of an alternative.” She was
correct, of course. Ramsay was too well trained an operative to be
held by anyone but a specialist unit, but that was barely relevant.
They both knew it was highly unlikely that Ramsay would actually be
left on Myo. He was a Pilot and Jethabel would not simply surrender
him. In fact, Printer was inclined to believe Josh’s claim that
Ramsay would die if he was removed from Jethabel’s central node.
However, that could not be officially accepted, regardless of the
practical realities. “There are no suitable orbital facilities
available, and no ship could be made secure enough to hold him. The
high security prison in Dome Sigma…”

“Was not
designed for prisoners of war,” she interrupted irritably. “Why
don’t you just shoot him?”

Without a
trial? Printer did not reply. He didn’t want to get dragged into a
power struggle with Willows, he only wanted her to sign the papers
drawn up by the commissariat department. As with most papers
written by committee they were imperfect and overlong, and his
medical treatment had prevented him from having the degree of input
he would normally have expected, but they were acceptable. Willows
thought they were acceptable as well, but she had an ongoing
rivalry with her chief of staff and needed to find fault with them
somewhere.

It could not be
here, however. Willows scrawled her name on the bottom of the
prisoner transfer form and saved it.

“Amy Hartley.”
She considered briefly, and then signed without comment. Printer’s
eyebrows rose. It was a tactic, of course. She meant to disrupt his
arguments by skipping his prepared speeches. Simple, but frequently
effective and he recognised a slow reaction in himself.

“Joshua
Hartley,” she announced, laying her tablet flat to the desk and
knotting her fingers in a sign of intransigence. “He must be
removed as well.”

“I do not
believe it is feasible to remove all existing Pilots,” Printer
protested. “I concur with the ultimate goal, but we must reach it
in stages replacing one at a time.”

“You are too
close to the convict to reason clearly.”

Certainly true,
but it doesn’t follow that I’m wrong. “I am not suggesting the
situation is ideal, governor.”

“Such a relief,
commissariat. I would have to doubt your sanity if you were.” She
leaned back and rubbed her temples wearily. “Are you up to date
with the news from the front, Jayleigh?”

We’re on first
name terms now? “I’ve been out of touch recently,” he remarked
dryly, “but I’m caught up now, I think.” He had lost many
informants and allies in the Sheraton rout. His first days back in
civilisation had brought many sad tidings of those who had not
escaped, and surprisingly few of those who had found new positions
in the meantime. He did not feel as well-connected as he once had,
but he still had enough off-world contacts to keep himself up to
date. He had high security clearance as well, but even classified
reports were rarely the whole unbiased truth. “A promising turn of
events.”

“Yes. The
reality is not what the propaganda portrays, naturally. The press
reported a glorious victory, but the reality is less encouraging.
They threw everything they had at Jotun and we held. Just barely
and with huge losses we managed to hold them to a stalemate. Not
exactly the victory of legends. Half of the fleet lost or
crippled.” She stared into the middle distance, probably wishing
that her sharp modern office possessed a window, despite the
obvious security risk. “We would have lost if they had pushed
forward.”

Printer smiled
tightly. “All battles would have been lost if the enemy were able
to push forward. The trick is to persuade them not to.”

She refocused
shrewdly. “You see hope in it?”

“I do, ma’am.
There is a momentum to troop movements and an advance once stalled
is difficult to restart. So much relies on morale, belief in both
oneself and one’s leaders. Your average Tren soldier lived on the
faith that the fleet was unstoppable, his admirals unbeatable. He
will not easily regain that certainty now. Which is not to say I
think the Tren are defeated, far from it, but given time they ought
to reflect that their supply lines are very long, the territory
behind them unpacified and the territory ahead a potentially long
and expensive conquest. It would not be surprising if they
re-assessed the risks they are taking and paused. They will
probably retrench to Sheraton. Possibly they will even fraudulently
sue for peace to buy time to regroup, depending how much influence
the admiralty has on the government.”

Willows paused
and nodded thoughtfully. “I have heard similar theories voiced in
military circles. My instinct was to assume this is a minor blip
and the trend of Tren advance will soon resume, however warfare was
never a study of mine and I must bow to their expertise. I doubt it
will prevent them from conscripting Mr Hartley.”

“Steps are
being taken,” Printer informed her discretely.

“But safeguards
are not.” She flourished the order before her. “A full pardon?”

Printer allowed
himself a nonchalant shrug, an agonising gesture he instantly
regretted. “The committee feel he cannot be left in place if his
criminal record stands, but we are all agreed that he cannot be
removed. At least, not as the priority case. His actions at Natilus
were highly patriotic,” or had had that spin put upon them, “and
pardons have been granted for far less in the past.”

Willows
grunted. “I’ve given out keys to the city for less.”

“We might come
to that yet.”

“He’s an
unlikely hero. Many will not forgive him his past.”

“That has its
advantages.”

“Never make a
hero you cannot unmake,” she agreed softly. The thought made her
sorrowful, possibly one of the reasons she left the civil service
and its impersonal pragmatism. “Dr Gemaputri believes his progress
is slow. She is not convinced that he can stand the pressure, and
neither am I.”

They did not
need a psychiatrist to tell them that, surely? At only nineteen
Josh had already had one mental breakdown, resulting in three
deaths and a life sentence. There was no reason to suppose later
events, beginning with incarceration and culminating in betrayal by
his Captain, would have had a stabilising effect. Printer was
pleasantly surprised that he had talked to the doctor at all. That
was not a strong enough defence to be worth vocalising, however.
“Governor…”

“That is not a
refusal,” she brushed his objection aside, “only a note of caution.
I will authorise a temporary parole and a visa. Let some people
have a look at him and judge how he and they react. We can’t hide
the ship for much longer, but we can hide him almost indefinitely
if we have to.”

And a parolee
cannot be conscripted. Clever. He nodded his approval of the scheme
and countersigned the appropriate form. She had drawn it up in
advance, which didn’t really surprise him.

“He must be
carefully watched at all times,” she warned, “and everyone who
contacts him must be subject to rigorous vetting.”

“Unfortunately,
unless we can disconnect Dr Ramsay, we cannot protect either of the
Hartley’s from Tren propaganda.”

“It is not
exactly the Tren I am concerned about.” She frowned. “They have an
interest, and the threat is obvious, but I think that if Jethabel
remains far from the front they will have other priorities in the
short term. There are others, however. Groups within the Alliance
who do not approve of the current government, or the political
system, without necessarily wanting to replace it with the
Theocracy.”

“There will
always be protest movements and extreme opinions,” Printer allowed.
“It has been some decades since any movement gained a mainstream
following, however.”

“Just so. It is
one of the few benefits of war that it unifies the populace.
Assuming, of course, that the war is not crippling to either side.
Cripple the opposition and the liberals will object to our
brutality, cripple ourselves and society will break down.”

“I do not think
we are at present risk of crippling the Tren.”

“No, but it
occurs to me that many groups may have been biding their time
waiting for the Tren to cripple us and that this reprieve may
shorten their patience. They may, in fact, decide that they may not
get a better chance later.”

Printer
frowned. He wondered if Willows had specific intelligence that she
wasn’t sharing. Her words were highly speculative otherwise and the
subject rather out of his field. It would not be easy for such
groups to target Jethabel. They did not have the resources. Perhaps
Willows only meant to unsettle him. “Appropriate security measures
will be taken,” he promised her. They shook hands and he left her
to her gloomy thoughts.

I have almost
everything I came for, he thought as he made his way back out
through the tight security which surrounded the governor’s office.
Why do I still feel dissatisfied? He negotiated the two sets of
body scanners, the brace of trained sniffer dogs and the bank of
overly watchful secretaries with the ease of a man accustomed to
due process and exited through the main foyer. A chicaned queue of
common petitioners filled the light and pleasant space with a
cacophony of complaints, nervous joking and crying children and he
hastened away.

His luggage had
been delivered to the space port. Everything was new, even his
passport and logbook with his new security clearance. He felt like
he had done nothing but shop yet the pile of belongings was
surprisingly small. The furniture was economically flat packed and
stowed in two large crates, currently being loaded, and the rest
had squeezed into one large case. He did not attempt to lift it
himself and resisted the urge to check everything was there. He
left the men to their tasks and kept his dignity.

The shuttle was
a military transport, of course. It was larger than the tiny two
person craft which had brought him down and he would have to share
it. A squadron of marines was lounging at the gate waiting to
board. They all looked like experienced veterans and he knew
exactly why they were there, but he wished they weren’t necessary.
There were more than enough military on Jethabel as it was, if only
their superiors would trust them. “Good morning, captain.”

The officer
saluted briskly and then they began the normal pattern of mutual
avoidance. Printer chose a forward seat, the marines settled as far
back as possible. He took out a notebook and pretended to read it,
they bantered in military slang. The pilot’s voice over the comm.
was mostly ignored. They were all experienced flyers and knew the
safety equipment would not save them in the event of a crash. The
dust storm would flay their skin in moments.

The airlock was
sealed and the shuttle taxied carefully away from the dome before
taking off. All Printer could see through his small, thick window
was the roiling cloud. He had misgivings about flying in such
turbulent weather, and it proved a bumpy ride, but Myo’s safety
record was only slightly worse than the Alliance average since they
used customised engines. Lightning strike was the most common cause
of accidents, which he could well understand as ferocious
electricity flashed through the sky. He considered taking more pain
medication to calm his nerves, but he had barely decided upon it
when they broke above the storm into the clear upper atmosphere
bathed in blue Myoan sunshine.

They climbed
dizzyingly fast and soon left the atmosphere altogether. Printer
knew that Myo had an industrial satellite belt, storing most of its
goods in orbital warehouses, but he saw nothing. The distances were
too great for the naked eye.

Jethabel had
taken a high, remote orbit but he was still too conspicuous for
Printer’s liking. Firstly by his size, which was approximately the
same as a station, and secondly by his sudden appearance. The
commissariat had done their best with a net of warning buoys, but
as they approached Printer picked out a handful of small pleasure
craft and press-marked shuttles cruising just beyond the perimeter.
On the surface there was a live feed available to anyone who wanted
to look. Some of it had undoubtedly been transmitted off-world by
now. Still, Jethabel’s presence was not the greatest of his
secrets.

Printer closed
his window blind. Let them film the marines joking in the back and
make what they would of it. Theirs was the first ship to cross the
quarantine in over a week and no one was pretending it was a supply
run.

He heard the
pilot requesting docking rights and then nothing until the familiar
golden light of the hangar was pouring in the other windows. I have
missed it, he noted, not particularly surprised although he had now
been off Jethabel for almost as long as he had been aboard. He was
keen to get back to work.


Chapter
Two

 


Greg was cold.
The thought percolated through his drowsy mind without imparting
any urgency. After a month in quarantine he was good at sleeping
in. He shifted slightly, trying to get more comfortable on the hard
deck, and only managed to dislodge the blanket tucked up to his
neck and bring himself closer to wakefulness.

He cracked his
eyes open and checked if Josh was there. He was rarely around when
Greg got up and he never explained why he had left. Greg wondered
whether he went back to his own room to sleep, assuming he had one
somewhere. It was one of the many things about Josh’s routine which
Greg was scared to ask about, and had been advised not to. It
seemed unlikely that he would have work to do every night, despite
the size of the ship and his effectively sole custody of it. They
were in port, after all. He might have worried that Josh was in
pain except that he attended his check-ups and Stephen swore he was
fully healed. Greg’s own torso still ached when he stretched, the
shot wound leaving a tight scar despite the best remote care Myo
could offer. It seemed a bit unfair that Josh’s far worse injuries
didn’t trouble him anymore, but no one could say he was lying even
if he did spend so many hours alone. Perhaps he genuinely needed
little sleep and was bored of listening to Greg snoring.

Deciding he had
procrastinated long enough he hauled his lanky six foot frame out
of its cocoon and headed for the bathroom, yawning widely. He found
Josh under the shower. He was still wearing his vest and trousers
and was doing his best to wash around and through them. Greg tried
not to scowl. It wasn’t that he needed to see his lover naked, it
was just strange and worrying that he wasn’t allowed to. Dr
Gemaputri had persuaded him not to press things like the sneaking
off, the silences and the hot and cold sex life. She advised to
accept what was given and not ask for anything else. She never
mentioned what would happen if Josh never let him in. She probably
didn’t realise how hard it was, never having met him in the flesh.
He wanted nothing more than to run his fingers through that
overlong brown hair and had to cross his arms.

“Printer’s
back,” Josh informed him, showing that, as always, he knew exactly
where Greg was without looking. He flashed a sudden smile. “I think
those were the first words you ever heard me say.”

“They were,”
Greg agreed, not smiling. That had been as he was interrupting a
beating Josh was on the wrong side of and the memory of the blows
falling down now made him angry. Far angrier than he had been at
the time, when Josh had meant nothing to him. Three of those men
were still in the brig, but he was wise enough to avoid them. The
rest were dead. “Did Printer have any instructions?”

Josh nodded.
“He’s been keeping Shauna jumping all night so I didn’t need to
wake you up. They’ve cancelled the quarantine and people are
getting off.”

“Everyone?”

Josh shrugged.
“Don’t know. They announced a list of names on the first shuttle
but it only sits thirty and there’s only one so it’ll take a few
days to get around to everyone. He brought some new soldiers with
him, so I guess some of you must be staying.”

“He’s still in
command?”

Josh blinked,
pausing in scrubbing his hair and allowing soap suds to roll down
into his eyes causing more furious blinking. Greg resisted the urge
to wipe it away for him. He wasn’t allowed to initiate contact.
“Why wouldn’t he be?”

“The fleet
could send another captain, or an admiral.”

“Oh.” Josh
shrugged. “”He didn’t say and we didn’t ask.” He stepped out of the
waterfall and shook himself off. “Do you want to wash before we
go?”

“Go where?”

“Didn’t I say?
We’re on the second shuttle.” He bounced excitedly. “I’ve been
watching the planet for ages but I didn’t think I’d get to go
there. Amy said it was nice.”

“Amy only went
to the hospital station,” Greg reminded him. Even that was only a
brief visit so Stephen could use their scanners and consult with
their neurologists. She had been gone the bare minimum of hours,
kept under heavy guard at all times and had remained in her coma.
She did now have new medication and some specialised support
equipment, but other than possibly being more comfortable Greg had
noticed no real improvement in her condition.

“Same
difference.” Josh brushed aside his reservations. “Printer says I
have a passport.”

Greg took a
deep breath. That seemed very dangerous to him. Outside of his
trusted circle Josh was still wary and prone to pre-emptive and
disproportional violence. Added to which he was a convicted
murderer and plugged in to the most highly classified hardware in
the Alliance. He could not imagine why Printer would risk letting
him off Jethabel. Beaming with enthusiasm Josh offered him the
soap. “I’ll live. Let’s go the bridge.”

“Yay!” Josh
bounded over and planted a wet kiss on his cheek. Through trial and
error they had worked out that after he washed his highly-charged
sweat away he had about a ten minute window to make sweet and
innocent gestures like this, but he rarely availed himself of it
and Greg treasured it all the more for that.

Printer wasn’t
on the bridge so Greg asked Shauna to brief him. She looked
frazzled, or perhaps that was because none of them had done an
honest shift’s work in weeks and he’d forgotten what “busy” looked
like. Knowing Shauna she might have decided she looked worn down
and now be stressed about it. The rest of the bridge crew,
scattered on cushions surrounding the neural node’s imposing
central column and basking in its flattering golden glow, had just
come on duty. Greg should have been relieving Shauna, but tired as
she was she would have to work through until Dregor got up.

“That’s all I
know,” she said after confirming what Josh had already told him.
“Printer knows more, if you can spare half a shift.” He raised a
quizzical eyebrow. “He’s gone back to his old office,” she
explained. “I wouldn’t barge in if I were you. Half the ship is
trying to change their shuttle times.”

“Only
half?”

She grinned.
“The other half are complaining that they don’t want to go. Like
they have a choice.”

“We’re not
evicting them,” Josh pointed out. “They could stay if they wanted.”
He frowned. “Why do they want to stay?”

“People settle
down, Josh.” She considered the blank expression of a boy who had
hated every home he’d ever had and amended her strategy. “They’ve
been here three months and they’ve made friends. Plus they have to
sign the official secrets act before they get a ticket.” She
shrugged, implying that, like Greg, she fully approved of that.
“You must have already put your mark on the dotted line.” She
handed Greg a set of orders. They were neatly typed and printed on
official letterhead but Greg’s confusion only deepened as he read
them.

He’d been
expecting a court martial, or at least a hearing. He’d put the best
possible spin on his logs before submitting them but his
insubordination was undeniable. Arman’s files had been damning and
his access didn’t allow him to alter them. He wouldn’t have anyway,
in the same way he hadn’t asked Dregor to try to hack them. The
captain had been a brave man and a war hero. Greg had no right to
doctor his last thoughts, however misguided he thought them.

Printer must
have spoken up for him, as well as filing a favourable report.
Someone had to have discredited Arman somehow and he was the only
person Greg could think of with enough influence. It was the only
explanation for the cosy shore leave proposed in these orders. A
trip down to his homeworld - to streets, stations and smells he had
not thought to visit again in his lifetime. Myo had been beckoning
on the viewscreens for a fortnight and he finally allowed himself
to look. He was home.

“Count yourself
lucky.” Shauna sighed bitterly. “You’re the only enlisted person
getting shore leave. The rest of us have to stay up here and wait
for further instructions.”

“I’m not
complaining,” Greg admitted cautiously. The orders were odd and
there was more going on that he could read into them. He could only
hope that they weren’t simply a ruse to get him off Jethabel, where
he could be tried without the risk of Josh or the ship
intervening.

“You’d better
hurry,” Shauna said. “You’ll miss your flight.”

The shuttle was
only landing as they reached the hangar and Greg decided they had
time for breakfast while the line of civvies was checked and
boarded. Josh ate what he was given with no sign of appetite. He
was staring at the shuttle dubiously. “We could take one of
Jethabel’s shuttles?” he suggested.

“This one is
fine.”

“It’s
dusty.”

“Everything on
Myo is dusty. We’ll fit in.” He glanced at his tattered uniform
dolefully. Had Printer arranged to re-supply more than essential
food and medicine this time? He would have liked to make a better
impression on his first home-coming in years. He might see people
he knew, people who would care if they saw him in such a state.

“It looks
old.”

Greg realised
Josh was still talking about the shuttle. “This is because you
can’t jack into its computer, isn’t it?”

Josh scowled.
“Jethabel wants me to be safe. He doesn’t trust it.”

“It’s done two
return trips already.”

“That doesn’t
prove it can do a third.”

“You’re being
unreasonable. Jethabel’s shuttlecraft couldn’t dock in the Dome,
and we really don’t want to be outside.”

“They couldn’t
survive the storms either,” he admitted. His head cocked to one
side. “Shut up, Michael. Amy, don’t you listen to him while I’m
away.” He paused. “Probably I will, but there might be
interference.” He turned back to Greg and explained. “We don’t know
how well the interface will work. Pilots have travelled further
away before and it worked reasonably well, but it makes us
nervous.”

Greg nodded.
Perhaps that was what Printer wanted – a demonstration of the new
technology. Or proof that they could hold Josh planetside without
the ship dying. Absently he noticed that the implant covering
Josh’s forearm was drying and getting its healthy shine back. “We’d
better cover that up.”

“What? Oh. Can
I borrow your jacket then?”

 


*

 


Why couldn’t I
get leave? Shauna tried not to pout as she gave orders for the
shuttle to depart again. Roughly every two hours it would ferry
more refugees to the surface and return with an ominous volume of
supplies. It was becoming increasingly clear that no one else was
getting a pass off the ship. It wasn’t that Myo was a great tourist
destination, but she could have used a change of scenery.

“Commander?”
Daniels waved for her attention. “Fleet are opening a secure
channel for your debrief.”

She would
rather have had an open channel to send word to her family, but any
communication with the outside world was better than none. She
wasn’t in a position to refuse Fleet in any case. “Is the office
free?”

“Yes.” Daniels
frowned. “I’m not sure it’s secure, though.”

In theory Amy
was disconnected from the comms as a condition of her house arrest,
but Daniels was right. With Josh away, his sister almost had to be
eavesdropping. “I’ll take it on Therion.” They would have to wait
for her.

She couldn’t be
too late, though. She forced herself to jog the half mile to the
hangar. She wasn’t in command here – she could afford a few blows
to her dignity if it avoided irritating an admiral.

The newly
arrived marines were already preparing the next manifest. They were
checking papers (as though anyone could have sneaked aboard without
them), trying to look scary and failing because everyone was
accustomed to armed guards and martial law. Shauna hoped they were
a sign of intransigent bureaucracy rather than a lasting trend. Why
had Printer allowed them aboard? He hadn’t had any problem keeping
order before. Did he have a plan for getting rid of them again, or
did he know something she didn’t about their future missions?

She passed
through the cordon unchallenged. They were new, but not so new they
hadn’t clocked the ranking officer. Further out across the vast
hangar the sounds of excited chatter and bulky loading faded into a
distant rumble. By the time she reached Therion she could almost
imagine herself alone.

Her ship was
parked as far out of the way as it could be squeezed, under the
shadows of the aft balconies. It was probably a precaution too far,
but Jethabel had nearly jettisoned her before and Shauna wanted her
where she could be tied down if the need arose. She was powered
down and looked like a battered piece of junk discarded in a dark
corner. Rather like how Shauna felt some days.

She opened the
airlock through the manual override. Therion had led the way to Myo
for as long as she could and when they had been forced to come back
inside the batteries had been almost flat. The engines couldn’t
generate enough to recharge them. It was an easy enough thing to
fix if you happened to have a high-voltage socket, as every
spaceport, station and freighter had and Jethabel certainly had
not. So for now Therion was kept on minimum power and there were no
automatic doors.

She didn’t need
the lights to find her way up to the bridge. She had spent months
in these tight corridors and could have found the way sleepwalking.
The rungs of the ladder felt like old friends even as they froze
her fingers. She detoured to the dorm and picked up a cardboard
stiff blanket.

The comm desk
took several minutes to reboot and she settled in with her blanket
over her lap. The captain’s chair had never moulded to her and was
now stiff as well, but it looked immeasurably better than the comfy
chintz armchair gracing Jethabel’s bridge. She was wearing her best
uniform, having expected the interview, but there was nothing she
could do about her outgrown haircut and cracked nails. She needed
all the help she could get to maintain appearances. It was just as
well they couldn’t see the blanket.

She activated
the call and put on her best professional face. The screen revealed
three senior staff officers all in pristine dress uniform sitting
behind a glass topped bench. It was not flattering to some
middle-aged spread. She felt her nerves steady. A deep-seated part
of her had been fearing Morelli. Another part had been hoping. She
dreamed of calling him out to his face. Not as often as she used to
since she had had the time to calm down, but often enough to relish
the thought.

They introduced
themselves and she nodded politely, pretending to have heard all
about them. She didn’t recognise any of them, which was no
surprise. She’d never been posted to this sector, so far behind the
front. She stated her name and rank and they nodded, not having to
pretend as they had her records in front of them.

For a few
moments the normal awkward silence developed as they tested if she
would start babbling and hang herself on her own rope. She refused
and used the time to focus her thoughts. She saw they were on the
surface, so there was probably a small time-lag compounding the
issue. She could be patient. She did not intend to tell them
anything they didn’t directly ask for. There was more than enough
crap to go round here and she was damned if any of it was going to
stick to her.

Finally the
central admiral spoke. “We have a lot to discuss, commander, but
let us start with a review of your log.”

Shauna nodded
and obediently recited a concise summary of Therion’s mission. The
detail was in the log, which they could call up at any moment. She
had practised her speech, making sure it avoided anything
potentially incriminating to her. Mitchell and Ford had been
treated to a performance and checked that it stayed balanced and
politically neutral as well as broadly true. She had some
confidence in it and the board did not interrupt, but she could
tell they were analysing every word carefully. If she hadn’t
repeated it so often, she knew she would have stuttered and tripped
herself up.

She explained
their attack on the Cathedral (noting her reservations), Morelli’s
abandonment (she was only too happy to blame him), her distress
call (which she stressed was a mechanical fault) and their rescue
by Jethabel. The months after that received only two sentences,
related to Therion’s state of repair and her current assignment.
Arman’s log could not be edited, and must contradict at least
Hawthorne’s account. Printer probably had different versions
depending on the security clearance of the reader – she had no
doubt the Fleet’s version was doctored, but she didn’t want to
second guess which of the two officers he had decided it was in his
best interests to corroborate. She didn’t want to muddy the waters
with her own opinion, and as a mere second officer she was
fortunately not required to.

She was
expecting questions. She had prepared answers to the ones she hoped
to get, and a couple of ones she hoped not to. It wouldn’t help.
Staff officers were not fools (though a girl could always strike
lucky). They knew how to read between the lines and how to trap you
into confessions. If they wanted to.

It seemed that
today they didn’t want to. The admirals nodded, made a few notes,
asked a handful of perfunctory questions and filed the report away.
Did that mean Morelli was getting away with it? Her blood chilled.
Maybe he hadn’t made it back. Even in her most vengeful thoughts
she hadn’t wished that upon his crew, but she couldn’t ask. Not
without inviting her own court martial.

“We have, of
course, studied your current position very carefully,” the admiral
began, speaking evenly but with far more interest than before.
“Jethabel is quite remarkable.”

“Yes, sir. It’s
a very unusual situation.”

“Captain
Arman’s log states that he recommended you to the position of
Pilot?”

“He did, sir.”
She decided to qualify that straightaway. “I have some reservations
about my suitability.”

“He didn’t note
any concerns. Would you care to elaborate?”

“Certainly,
sir. As I analysed what Hartley does on a day to day basis, as
opposed to what title he claims, I concluded that his function is
far closer to engineer than to pilot. He spends a large proportion
of his time repairing and maintaining systems, but he doesn’t
appear to have anything to do with calculating courses, or at least
no more than instructing the central computer to do it.”

The central
admiral frowned. The woman to his left was nodding agreement, but
not looking too pleased about it. The man to his right had the best
stonewall expression Shauna had seen in years. “What is your view
of the other two Pilots?”

“I think they
are both defective, sir. It’s difficult to tell what their intended
functions are since they do not appear to perform them.”

“Are they
separable?”

“Attempts to
remove them did not go well,” Shauna replied dryly. She paused,
then added cautiously “I have no evidence regarding the process,
but I suspect it can be done. Logically the ship must have a system
to detach non-functioning Pilots, even as a last resort. We have
been guiding Hartley towards the idea, or at least Printer and
Hawthorne have been. Ramsay presents a much easier, less
emotionally fraught case than Amy.”

“Of course.”
They conferred quietly. “Commander, we will require you and your
crew to remain aboard a little while longer. You are authorised to
requisition all parts and equipment required to return Therion to
full capacity, but it must be done in situ. You will each be
granted five minutes of air time to record and transmit messages to
loved ones. All information about the war, your mission, current
location or Jethabel remains highly classified.”

“Thank you,
sir.” Her crew would be pleased, and so would the Eleisus’ crew if
they were getting similar privileges.

“We are sending
reinforcements. Among them is a Dr Amritpa Gemaputri. Please give
her all the support and information she asks for.”

“A doctor,
sir?”

“She’s a
psychiatrist.” Ah. She couldn’t argue with that really, even though
her belly felt suddenly leaden. “You will receive further orders in
due course.”

They signed
off. Shauna shivered in the sudden blackness. She felt that they
had got far more out of the interview than she had. She hadn’t even
discovered if she now reported to Hawthorne or not. Or if he’d even
be returning from his shore leave.


Chapter
Three

 


Josh fidgeted.
The jacket was ludicrously big for him and he kept rolling up the
sleeves before remembering why he was wearing it and pulling them
back down. He kicked the seat in front of him. He tried to unbuckle
his harness. He reached over Greg to open the window blind and got
his fingers barked when Greg firmly shut it again. He shouted
insults at the civvies, who were muttering because the seats around
him had been left vacant (for their own safety as much as his). He
threw odds and ends at them when they yelled back. By the time they
reached the surface Greg was heartily sick of him.

They left the
other passengers and took the military shortcut through
immigration. They were expected and all the paperwork was ready for
them. Greg kept all of it and Josh didn’t seem to realise how much
power that gave him so didn’t complain. He was calming down now and
beginning to be nervous of the strangers. He kept tight beside Greg
and watched.

Finally they
passed the last checkpoint and were alone apart from the security
cameras. “How is your link to Jethabel?”

Josh nodded,
which Greg had expected. If he had lost contact they would already
be on the shuttle back. “It’s clear. I’ve lost Amy and Michael, but
that’s no big deal. They can pass a message through Jethabel if
they need me.”

“It must feel
relatively quiet.”

Josh shrugged.
“You
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