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Chapter 1

 


They were
crawling, by interstellar standards anyway. Herding together like
antelope fearing the lioness, they made only as much headway as
their slowest companions. Paradoxically these were the giants in
their midst, elephants with little need to fear the lioness’ claws
no matter how slow and deliberate their gait. The poor antelope
should have relied on their speed and agility, but instead they
clung to the tails of elephants which could not protect them.

“Where are the
frigates?” Shauna asked Ford. On the small screens by her captain’s
chair it looked as though the Tren convoy was unguarded, but she
mistrusted that. True, they were deep into Tren space – deeper than
they had ever hunted before – but the enemy knew the range of ships
like her Therion. She had six months worth of fuel and supplies,
enough to harry shipping almost anywhere in the Theocracy, and
there were dozens of hunters just like her with the same orders to
punish the enemy fleet’s supply lines. Surely security could not
have been left so lax merely because they were a few weeks’ travel
from the border?

“I’m still
checking.” Ford admitted. He was hunched patiently over his
console, his dark skin gleaming with seat under the battle
lighting. It was slow work to scan without being detected in turn.
Therion had the best camouflage the Alliance could build, but even
so she had to stalk quietly and that meant low resolution scanning.
“None of them have the right mass to be a frigate and the ID codes
seem genuine – but then who would sail with an obvious fake these
days?”

Shauna nodded.
It would be difficult to pick one of the smaller vessels out of the
line, but if there were no gunships it should be possible to make
two, perhaps even three, attacks before the convoy could reach
safety. It depended on what her fellow commanders thought, of
course. This was a pack hunt.

“Clio is
signalling to drop under target TS59. She’s going to fly by and see
how they react.”

“Copy that.
Denvers, take us in.”

“Yes sir.” The
pilot barely touched his controls. They had matched velocity with
the convoy hours ago and now it was a matter of gentle, almost
undetectable thrusts to drift gradually into formation.

“Ford, get the
dog-shift out of bed.” There was nothing for them to do. Even at
battle stations Therion didn’t have twenty-one positions to man,
but she didn’t have the stabilisers of a bigger ship either. Being
tossed out of a high bunk was a rough way to start anyone’s
day.

“Ware for
Leifna on our portside.” Ford relayed. Since both of their sister
ships were also running dark they didn’t appear on the screens and
had to send their positions on the secure comm. Friendly fire
incidents had been known to happen; just another risk they
took.

“Okay. Leifna
to port, Clio above.” Allan started calculating a retreat
trajectory. They had spent many hours practising manoeuvres so
Shauna had no doubt the route would get them clear of the convoy
and their sister ships. Where were the Tren gun-ships, though? Were
they also running dark on the fringes of the herd, waiting for
Therion to dart into their clutches?

The bridge fell
silent, four minds concentrating hard at their respective tasks.
Shauna wondered if she should have called up a co-pilot and second
comms. The regulations said she should have, but with all six seats
filled the tiny room over-heated and she struggled to keep her
focus, especially in the red lights of battle. Mitchell was happy
enough to have two extra sets of hands in engineering so it suited
everyone to bend the rules. If anything went wrong she would have
hell to pay at the court martial – if she survived at all.

This was not
the time to harbour such thoughts but Shauna often found herself
reprising doubts during the long drawn out breaths of battles not
yet joined, so she felt no panic. Her actions were risks, but they
were calculated ones that she had to take if she was ever to
achieve her captain’s stripes.

“And we’re
off.” Ford activated the ship-wide tannoy. He could shout loudly
enough to be heard in engineering all of two decks below them, but
it was unprofessional to rely on that. “Mitchell, Rivers – Clio is
making her run.”

“We’re all
loaded and ready, bridge.” Rivers replied promptly. Logan affirmed
for the rear gun-bank. That was the extent of Therion’s arsenal – a
gun in all four corners, a couple of torpedo chutes, and a mine
spreader long since out of mines. She had a single shift of four
gunners, plus the two spare from the beta shift bridge crew loading
the torpedoes. There wasn’t much armour either - a bit of toughened
plate around the fuel tanks and a double hull all round. She was no
match for a six deck frigate, never mind the heavy cruisers, but
she was strong enough to take down supply vessels and fast enough
to make a clean getaway. The skirmish ahead should be routine and
well within her capabilities.

Clio appeared
on Shauna’s tactical screen. Her acceleration had broken her cover.
This was the danger moment. TS59 was slightly out of position. Clio
would pass between it and the rest of the convoy. What would it do?
Would it freeze in panic? Would it push further apart to avoid
collision, allowing Therion and Leifna to move in? Or would it
prove itself bait, not as unprotected as it seemed?

“Holy stars!”
Ford swore. “Abort. Retreat. And incoming fire!”

Allan activated
her pre-programmed escape vector. The ship shuddered as the engines
roared to life, and ducked downwards and to the left, banking to
present a smaller target. Shauna was glad of her seatbelt as the
bridge shook. She felt the familiar vibrations of the decoys being
fired and the batteries returning fire.

“Where is it?”
Denvers shouted.

“Leave it to
the autopilot, Matt.” Shauna commanded. “If it can’t get us away,
you can’t either.”

“I can’t even
see it.” He scowled at his read-outs, refusing to release his white
knuckled grip on the pilot rig. “Is it still above us?”

“It’s in the
convoy,” Shauna told him, “and not giving chase, thank the Gods.”
She shared a tense glance with Ford. “I have the weapon’s fire
coming from TS62.”

Ford leaned to
his left to check the vacant sensor station. “Agreed. TS62. It’s
registered as an eighteen deck passenger liner.”

“Like hell.
It’s a Cathedral.”

Allan gasped,
paling enough to be noticeable even under the red lights. “They’re
only rumours.”

“They’re never
sent to the front line, so we never see them. There’s a big
difference. Church guns to protect very important people.”

“There’s a
damage report coming in. Clio has been hit. Captain Morelli
suggests we lie low for a few days while they fix it.”

“He wants us to
go up against that thing again?” Allan squeaked, very
unprofessionally in Shauna’s opinion. That particular crewman would
not be getting a stellar service review when they got back to
port.

“Weren’t you
listening, crewman? Very important people. The kind that get
obituaries on every news bulletin in the Theocracy. Of course we’re
going to try again. No one expected us to get a chance like
this.”

No one expected
them to be able to take it either.

Since they were
going nowhere, and it looked as though the Tren had lost them
again, Shauna excused herself from the bridge. She always tried to
give the junior officers some time at the helm, because her own
time in their shoes was still close in her memory. Perhaps when she
had her captain’s stripes, and a few years in the command chair
behind her, the endless hours spent cowed by her captain’s presence
would rankle less. Or she would run out of things to do off the
bridge and start cramping her juniors just to ease the boredom. For
now, though, her command was new enough that she knew none of its
short cuts and even logging in to her logbook took her half an
hour.

They had taken
no damage, so two days passed slowly. They ran dark, with no course
changes, no sensor sweeps, and no comms. Mostly the off-duty crew
gathered in the mess and played cards or board games (of which they
had brought an ample supply from Sheraton, though even on a ship
this small no one could locate the last jigsaw piece). The on-duty
crew could only fill their time with complaining, usually at
Shauna. She didn’t take any of it seriously.

She wondered
how badly damaged Clio was. Even on the secure channel Morelli had
given no details. She assumed that meant he didn’t need spare
parts, which was a relief. None of the scout ships had shuttlecraft
and they couldn’t dock together, so the only way to transfer
supplies was via spacewalk. No one would be volunteering for that
duty, not with a Cathedral in sight.

“Commander.”
Shauna looked up from another attempt to wrangle bureaucratic
password security settings into a workable format. She was locked
out of her logbook again and the reset process was complex and
irritatingly time consuming. Elliot gave her the tight smile of a
bridge officer with important information - a mixture of smug
self-importance and worry. “You’re needed on the bridge.”

“Of course.”
She left her coffee and the useless logbook and followed him up the
ladder to the bridge. He shut the door behind them and the
temperature instantly started to rise.

“We’ve received
a message from command, sir.”

Crap. She had
expected orders from Morelli, and this was likely to be far, far
worse. Nevertheless, she kept her face carefully expressionless as
she keyed in her decryption code. The program only took seconds,
and revealed exactly the news she had expected. The news everyone
had expected, shown by the bridge crews’ depressed sigh. “Elliot,
call everyone to a crew meeting.”

Crew meetings
took place in the mess where the presenter was framed by piles of
dirty crockery and the whiteboard roster of whose turn it was to
wash it. This was not by choice. Therion’s crew quarters were basic
– everyone had a locker and a half share of a bunk – and the mess
was the only rec space. They ate from pre-packed meals so the
galley consisted of a sink with cold and boiling taps, a convection
oven, a freezer and a tall cupboard for the plastic crockery and
cutlery. Three six-seater metal tables lined up opposite the
galley, both tables and benches bolted to the deck. There was a
spare bench along the back wall in case all twenty-one crew had to
be present, and could be spared. There was no present need for it
as the bridge crew were still at their posts. Mitchell had
nonetheless decided to perch there, nervously distracting
everyone.

Shauna cleared
her throat. Small and close as the space was, and well as she knew
her crew, she still hated public speaking. The dispatch she
clutched was brief. It was dangerous to send even deeply encoded
communications into Tren space. It would have been received by the
convoy they tailed, as well as many others in the sector. Without
the key it might take their computers hours to decipher it, but
they wouldn’t fail. But then, what she had to say was not a
secret.

“Hyratia has
fallen.” Her crew sagged, despite the warning her body language
must have given them. They had barely crossed the border when she
had had to announce Sheraton’s loss, but since their own mission
had been going so well... Somehow she had allowed herself to
believe that they were striking back, making a difference, that the
fleet would hold at its next stand. They had been three weeks
without word. Had the fleet held out that long, or was the news
simply late?

“There are no
details of the battle.” she forestalled questions. None of the crew
hailed from Hyratia itself, but anyone serving in the fleet would
have friends and former comrades on other ships. “We are commanded
to report to the rendezvous at Jotun.”

This was met by
further groans, for good reason. Therion was ill-suited to large
scale battles. She didn’t have the necessary armour and her chances
of survival would be slight. But surely command knew that? Shauna
preferred to think the best. Perhaps Captain Morelli was due a
promotion. He was certainly fierce enough. Or there could be mine
sweeping or scouting duties involved. Ships of their class had been
turned into roman candles in the past, although it pained her to
imagine such a fate for her gutsy, hard working first command.

She dismissed
the crew, though most of them stayed put because of a need to
grumble to each other and a lack of anywhere else to go. Mitchell
followed her up the ladder to the bridge deck, where a yard length
of corridor separated the bridge and the rear gun bank. Experience
had shown this was the most private space available so she slid
into the port gun seat and let Mitchell shut the door.

“That was it?”
Her second was a tall man, with the bones to be big if rations ever
allowed it. He stood six inches above anyone else on the ship who,
like most raiders (and Shauna herself) tended to be smaller than
average so the low ceilings didn’t cause as much claustrophobia or
as many bumps. He would not have been assigned their dangerous
mission if he hadn’t volunteered, just as he had volunteered for
service back when the war first broke out. Like most specialist
engineers he was relatively old, at thirty-four, for the rank of
lieutenant and Shauna respected him for both his courage and
experience. She had a lot of training, but he saw depths in the
crew relations that washed over her.

“More or less.”
she admitted. “Short and sweet, as they say. There was some intel
on Tren positions which may or may not help with getting back
across the border.”

Mitchell
grunted. “That was always the tricky part of this job.” He leaned
back in the gun seat and stretched his legs out, the picture of
quiet thought. It made Shauna feel tense, acutely aware of her
tightly folded arms and crossed legs. “What does Morelli say?”

“Nothing, yet,
but he won’t want to give up the convoy.” She let her tone imply
that she agreed on that, albeit with reservations. The hunt was too
old and already too costly to be abandoned easily on the whim of
higher command.

“Maybe, but he
doesn’t have a license to print his own orders. If they said make
all speed to Jotun we should have been underway before you even
told the crew. Instead we’re heading deeper into Tren space every
hour.”

“We can’t do
any good at Jotun.”

“That’s the
chain of command for you. I’m just saying if we pick a fight now it
will be Morelli’s head on the block for every bust circuit of
damage – and yours as well if you don’t lodge a protest.”

Shauna felt her
hackles rise. Her instincts were against his advice. Protests were
things added by cowards and bootlickers, officers who didn’t take
risks, covered their own ass and painted targets on someone else’s.
On the other hand, the Tren formation had, predictably, tightened
up. They would almost certainly take some damage, likely more than
one strike. If the Cathedral itself was destroyed then all would be
forgiven, and medals would be minted all round, but if it
survived... And it probably would survive. Was it really worth her
whole career? “Thanks, Mitchell.” She sighed. “I will make sure my
ass is covered.”

“Mine too,
while you’re at it.” He flashed a grin. “I’ll go start battle
prep.”

“He hasn’t
ordered...”

“But he will,
won’t he?”

Shauna
shrugged. She’d only met Morelli in person twice, while training.
They had spoken frequently on the comm. when they weren’t running
silent, but she didn’t feel like she knew him well. If he meant to
retreat, though, he was very slow issuing orders.

She wanted to
rest up before the attack, but didn’t want to be in bed when the
orders came in. She put it off till Clio’s repairs must have been
finished, but even then Morelli’s orders hadn’t come. The Tren
would have decoded the fleet’s message by now and had to know an
attack was now or never. They had increased speed slightly and were
shifting formation in a distraction technique. The three Alliance
ships only followed quietly, and did nothing. Eventually Shauna
admitted she needed a break.

She had a quick
shower, some supper and a few hours in a free bunk, before Ford
woke her up with the belated battle plans. She felt sweatier,
dirtier and sleepier than she had before her break, but she knew
that was an incorrect perception. She hoped her analysis of their
new orders (very risky, egotistical, and possibly heroic) was
incorrect as well.

All of the
alpha bridge crew were yawning. Allan was looking particularly
rough since she had been unwise enough to have her hair bleached
before they left Sheraton and dark roots were now peeping through.
She was looking a bit flabby as well, a normal consequence of the
lack of exercise and lower gravity. Shauna felt a bit more
commanding being the most attractive female in her own opinion.
Ford and Denvers hadn’t avoided space-paunch either, but they were
men so she didn’t criticise.

“Are we in
position?”

“Yes,
commander.” Ford answered before remembering the sensor console was
manned. Elliot gave him a sour look. He had never been on the
bridge during battle, only ever as the beta comm. officer. Possibly
he thought it was a pseudo-promotion rather than Shauna crossing
her Ts in case of later court martial. McLachlan looked equally
excited but superfluous at the co-pilots seat.

“Okay. Allan,
be sure we have a course plotted all the way to Jotun.”

“Done,
commander.” Allan’s voice had that quiver of fear again, which was
only natural when making plans against her own death. Only if they
lost every human pilot would the computer have to steer what was
left back home. There was a distress beacon, but it couldn’t be
activated until they were over the border anyway. There was no help
coming. This had always been true, but it hadn’t seemed to matter
so much when the targets were unarmed freighters.

“Wait for the
mark.” Shauna remembered sitting with her father at racing meets,
watching elegant horses fidgeting in their gates waiting for the
starting pistol. There was always one to fall at the first
jump.

“And we’re
off.”


Chapter 2

 


Commissariat
Jayleigh Printer woke on time. He had always had the knack of
waking himself punctually, without an alarm and in spite of how
late the night had been. In this case he wished he could overcome
the habit just this once. The raid on Natilus had been so intense,
and the celebrations afterwards so rowdy, that there would be no
work to be done this morning. There wouldn’t even be much showing
up to work hungover – partly because he had assigned so few office
type desk jobs amongst the masses of laundry, kitchen and
house-keeping roles required on board, and partly because he hadn’t
promised any salaries. The refugees only worked to keep themselves
occupied and for their own convenience. They knew he wasn’t going
to cut their rations if they failed to show up for one shift. Not
unless the indolence became so endemic that the chores didn’t get
done at all, that is. Then he might have to show his teeth, but one
communal lie-in was not going to matter.

Unfortunately,
he knew that once awake he would not settle again, so with a small
groan he pushed himself upright. The pain was less in his crippled
arm. Was that a psychosomatic effect of their renewed fortunes, or
a true improvement? Mirehead had said that he would need surgery to
restore full function to the limb, but that didn’t mean it would
continue to pain him constantly. The destruction of Eleisus was
weeks ago, long enough for muscle strains to heal, perhaps? Most
likely he had simply learned to sleep without trapping the
nerves.

The room he lay
in was unfamiliar. It was a small sub-chamber branching off from
his office, in many ways similar to the small alcoves he had
decided to utilise as the brig. The space was as cosy as Jethabel
got, being roughly six yards by four with a curved ceiling maybe
twice his height. Every surface was a shade of ochre or black, the
normal flesh tones of this biological ship, and the effect should
have been was and restful, but wasn’t. Instead it looked vast,
furnished only with his sleeping bag and small pile of fresh
clothes. He wished he knew how to switch the lights off, or open
the door if the wedge propping it failed. It would feel so much
more comfortable then. Still, it was only his second attempt to
sleep here. Perhaps his new bedroom would grow on him.

There was no
water in his prison complex, a minor flaw in comparison to the
increased security of its compactness and centralised design. He
was obliged, having straightened and dusted down his dark blue
uniform, to head across the corridor to the nearest of the civilian
dormitories. This was also barely occupied. Only two “nights” had
passed since Captain Arman had finally granted permission to leave
the hangar and settle in the inner ship, and when wakeful the
refugees still tended to find their way back to the old perimeter.
As a result the dormitories had the faintly solemn, hushed
atmosphere of places only used for sleeping. Besides, very few of
the occupants had managed to hold on to any personal possessions
and there was little material to make home comforts from.

This particular
dormitory was the smallest of the communities he had created,
housing thirty-seven single adults with trustworthy records, a
necessity given their close access to the arterial corridor, the
brig and the hangar. It was formed around a central atrium lit by a
pendulous globe which reminded him of swollen tonsils. A narrow
ramp spiralled three times around the atrium and from this opened
dozens of individual cells roughly similar in size. There was no
railing on the ramp, which was the official reason he had given for
barring children.

Printer paused
in the false daylight of the atrium. There were snores emanating
from several of the cells, but no one seemed to be awake in the
others. He nodded thoughtfully to himself, pleased. The party must
have been a good one. He had removed himself early in the hope
that, without the dampening presence of the law, they would keep
the candles burning and all retire, and therefore all wake, at
approximately the same time. It would be far easier to manage the
settlement if he could establish a standard “day”. Shift patterns
were useful for the crew no doubt, but in the general population it
only meant repeating himself. Of course, he would have to endeavour
to reset his own body clock to match.

Quietly he
crossed the atrium to the narrow aperture underneath the first
circuit of the ramp, which led to the precious water supply. Here,
in an enclosed chamber following the curve of the atrium, several
jets spurted lukewarm, slightly blue water from five yards up the
outer wall to land in a shallow trough, which in turn flowed away
down a hazardously wide drain. Lt Hazel assured him it was potable,
but he had yet to bring himself to drink it, since he had no idea
how it was recycled in the bowels of the ship. As a shower,
however, it was a gift and a blessing.

He was glad no
one else was there, and angry with himself for being glad. The
emergency facilities in the hangar had been little more than a
bucket and sponge behind a curtain and he had managed. But not
well. Not elegantly. People he didn’t know had seen fit to tell him
the scars were less red, usually only after he had caught them
staring. It was only to be expected, and they meant it as support,
but still he was relieved to avoid it.

He took his
time and made sure all the dirt was truly gone, then redressed and
retraced his steps. It would be a meal time if anyone was around to
cook it, but he decided to put it off. Instead he turned left, away
from the hangar.

He paused at
the entrance to his office, on his right. Riley should be up soon
to check on the prisoners, and that was another problem. It was
unfeasible to expect one man to keep four (sometimes more)
prisoners. He should recruit an extra guard or two, but then Riley
would have to spend more time training the new men and in the short
term they would be even worse off. Assuming the captain agreed to
let him appoint anyone, given the threat implicit in a larger
police force. A quandary he would have to face soon. One that he
had put off too long already.

He moved on.
His office marked the furthest extent of their territory on the
civilian side of the ship. If one assumed Jethabel to be right/left
symmetric, then as he walked forward he should have passed the
right-hand neural node, twin to the bridge on the military’s
left-hand axial corridor. There was no sign that this was the case,
but it made sense so he chose not to doubt it. It would certainly
not be the first time Jethabel had hidden a doorway. Indeed, the
entrances must have been designed to be inconspicuous.

The corridor
here was twice his height, but he could touch both walls
simultaneously. Cartilaginous frames supported the arched ceiling
and a luminous spine ran down the centre, giving an impression of
walking inside a snake’s ribcage. He could not resist checking the
lights had not switched themselves off behind him.

He timed
himself at twelve minutes when he came to the end and a door to his
right, which would make the distance nearly two thirds of a mile at
a steady pace. There had been nothing else of interest on the way.
The room appeared to be undefended, but the isolation was itself a
sound defence if there were sensors in the corridor.

He tapped
gently on the doorpost in lieu of knocking. Nowhere else on
Jethabel would an open door imply a warm welcome, but in this case
he felt on a fair footing. Josh had the keys and could easily
ensure he wasn’t disturbed if he didn’t want to be.

The pilot held
a finger to his lips. “She’s sleeping.” he whispered.

Printer played
along. Amy Hartley was comatose, but peacefully so and the
difference to “sleeping” was all in the balance of future
probabilities. She was lying on a raised section of the deck which
had been covered with a pair of zipped together mattresses and was
the closest thing he had seen to a bed since they had been marooned
on this alien leviathan. She had a pair of pillows, a hospital
nightdress and a woollen blanket, which she probably didn’t need as
it was noticeably warmer in here than was the case in the rest of
the ship. Possibly an effect of the more human proportions of the
room, which was tucked between the axial corridor and the heavily
armoured hide.

He joined Josh
and sat on the bottom of the bed. The boy didn’t look much better
than his sister. Someone had managed to strip him of the blood
spattered vest and pants he had been wearing last night. He now had
a pair of blue jeans and a t-shirt that would not have stood out in
a Sheraton high school, though both garments were loose on his
bird-like frame. His right arm had been bandaged from knuckles to
elbow and he had a sling for it round his neck that, true to
character, he wasn’t using. He had fallen back to gesturing with
his left hand, a subtle sign that it did hurt more than he wanted
to admit. He had a slightly unfocussed look which could be caused
by the painkillers Printer had no doubt Mirehead had provided, or
he could be communicating with Jethabel by whatever means he used
to do that.

“How is she
settling in?” Printer asked in a low voice. He glanced down the far
side of the bed for the glucose drip and life-sign monitor the
doctor surely should have set up. They were there, in an untidy
pile where Josh had thrown them away.

“She’s fine. I
think she’ll want a window, though.” He looked around the sparse
amber walls. “Maybe opposite the door?”

A hole in the
exterior hull? My geography must be awry. “That would be nice. Did
you sleep here last night?”

Josh nodded. “I
tried to move her as soon as the doctor was gone, but I couldn’t
shift her with one arm.”

“This isn’t
where you want her to stay?”

“Well, yes, but
Jethabel wants to meet her. It would be easier if she woke up.”

“I’m sure she
would if she could. Perhaps I can help?”

“Good. I think
once I have her over my shoulder, I’ll be okay.”

Truly? You are
still stronger than you look then. Despite his doubts Printer
pushed the blankets from the comatose woman and helped Josh prop
her up. He was careful to touch only her nightdress or her hair,
aware that she suffered from the same pheromone overload as Josh
did and contact with her sweat would therefore cause a distracting
level of lust.

“Right.” Josh
paused to assess his tactics. “Once I lift her, I’ll probably want
to hurry away before I drop her again.”

“That would be
sensible.”

“Yes. The
captain owes us a lot of food from Natilus.”

“You can draw
rations like anyone else now, Josh. You don’t need to steal snack
bars.”

“Not my food!
Jethabel’s food.”

“Ah. All those
crates of chemicals in the lower hangar. I should have presumed, of
course.”

“You should.
Someone needs to take it to a pit and...”

“A pit?”

“Um... It’s a
kind of hole with a mouth at the bottom and then some pipes that go
to a stomach and so on. I don’t know what else to call them.”

“Mouths would
suffice, I suspect.” He tried to minimize his irony because Josh
wasn’t good at detecting it and often took things very literally.
“Where would we find one of these “pits”?”

“There are
loads. The builders used them as trash cans. But the main one is
behind the main hangar. That woman who assaulted me can show you
the way.”

Ms Patrick whom
you beat half to death, yes. If she had any idea where she was at
the time, which I doubt, she would not be thrilled to guide us
there. “If Jethabel lights the way I’m sure we can work it
out.”

They manhandled
Amy up and over Josh’s shoulder. He looked too thin to support the
weight, but looks were so deceptive. He was perhaps a trifle slower
than his usual gait as he headed towards the ship’s nose down a
corridor which snapped shut behind him.

Printer gazed
at the closed bulwark for several minutes, trying to decide if his
erstwhile prisoner and science experiment actually loved his sister
or not. If he didn’t, then why take the time and effort to rescue
her. If he did he must be struggling to accept her permanent
vegetative state, for he had just removed her from proper medical
care. Probably, like most things concerning his heart, the answer
was complicated.

The small
sensor at his belt told him Josh was out of range again, and
reminded him there was no reason to loiter here. He had been up for
nearly two hours now – some of the revellers must be stirring.

Indeed, he had
only retraced a hundred of his steps when he heard someone
approaching and was not surprised to see the doctor making,
somewhat belated, rounds. “Good morning.”

“Is it?”
Mirehead was obviously tired and grumpy enough not to try to hide
it. There had been a half dozen wounded from the Natilus boarding
parties, but only Josh had sustained serious injuries so Printer
had not expected the doctor to have a sleepless night. Perhaps it
was the flyaway blonde hair and the rumpled grey uniform (a size
too large since their short rations had reduced the paunch) giving
a false impression. “You would not believe how many hangovers I’ve
had in already. Feels like I’ve never stopped.”

Not just the
creases, then. “I can arrest them for drunk and disorderly if you
want. They could sober up in the cells rather than your
infirmary.”

Mirehead
sighed. “It would seem a bit against the spirit, wouldn’t it?”

“Probably.”
Printer agreed with a friendly laugh. “Were you looking for me? You
mentioned something yesterday about a vaccination program.”

“Yes.” Mirehead
looked relieved to avoid a confrontation about it, finally shaking
the hand Printer had been patiently offering. Arman saw medical
caution as routine at best and a hindrance at worst and had
scornfully rejected Mirehead’s suggestion. “Vaccines for the
Natilus indigenous viruses. They’re not in the standard Sheraton
pack and I don’t have everyone’s records to check they took the
booster. Either or both of the Hartley’s could be carrying
something deadly for all we know.”

He was cleaned
up for the experiment, but you’re right enough about her.
Fortunately my own shots are up to date. “Of course we must protect
the refugees. I can’t force the captain’s hand in the case of the
crew. If you follow me...”

Mirehead had
realised he was being distracted. “We can discuss it when I return.
I have to check on the Hartleys.”

“The Hartleys?
So you don’t know?”

“Know
what?”

“I was going to
check on Joshua myself, obviously for else why would I be here, but
I couldn’t find him. The only room at the end of the corridor is
empty. I assumed that either I had the wrong directions, or you had
moved them again during the night.” Mirehead’s eyes were beginning
to bulge. “Is that not the case?”

“I... I was
busy. Perhaps I’m behind the times as well. Do you mind if I
check?”

“Not at all,
but I can’t join you. Prisoners must be fed as well as free men,
you see.” The doctor nodded, although any excuse would have done as
well. His concern was palpable. Printer felt slightly guilty as he
resumed the long walk back to his brig. Only slightly – a doctor
should develop more suspicion than that.


Chapter 3

 


Greg spent the
night in the communal barracks. He had found himself an out of the
way spot to lay his bedroll, as had most of the other officers. It
was a bit strange to be so fastidious, since they had all been
sleeping on the open hangar deck just two days ago, but somehow he
felt more like he was invading the crew’s space when there were no
civilians around. He could have found a private room, Gods knew
Jethabel had plenty of them, but after a day of battle and an
evening of toasts and drunken celebration, he hadn’t felt up to
searching for one. It was so much easier to quaff the last of his
water ration and stumble next door to his lonely blanket.

He slept
soundly through the shift change and was woken late in the morning
by the scent of frying meat-replacement proteins and brewing
coffee. His stomach grumbled and he reflected that one more drink
would have made him sick about now. The enforced abstinence since
their flight from Sheraton must have reduced his tolerance. As it
was he felt tired, rough and relaxed and he joined the coffee queue
daring to hope for good things of the day.

When he spotted
Mirehead working his way over, he realised that he should have
known better. Optimism was almost always misplaced. “So what went
wrong now?” he greeted the doctor.

“Nothing.”
Mirehead said, the lie causing deep creases to form over his
normally honest forehead. “But do you want to take a walk
anyway?”

Greg sighed.
“I’m taking my coffee.” he insisted, pulling himself to his feet
and cramming the last of his breakfast down his throat. Then he
followed Mirehead out of the mess.

The hangar was
already busy. There was a relay operation going on to move the
stolen supplies up from the lower hangar, across the immense deck
and out into the dark recesses of Jethabel’s rear section. “Where
are they going?” he asked rhetorically.

“No idea.”
Mirehead admitted, confirming Greg’s fears. “The stomach, I
presume. Dregor set it up a couple of hours ago when the first of
you celebrants started waking up.” Since he was always busy with
the wounded Mirehead never got to go to the victory parties and his
resentment led him to an unbecoming smugness when everyone else was
hungover. “Someone must have shown them what to do, but it wasn’t
Josh.”

“You’re
sure?”

“Oh yes.” The
doctor turned up the starboardside arterial corridor. “He was busy.
After you left he stayed with me for a time. And when I had seen to
everyone else he helped Sanders and I settle Amy into her bed. He
seemed to fall asleep himself so we left them both there, but when
I checked before turning in both were gone.”

Greg choked on
his coffee and had to stop walking to get his breath back.
“Doctor,” he said seriously, “please tell me we aren’t on our way
to another crime scene.”

Mirehead bit
his lower lip nervously, before shaking his head. “Yes and no.” he
decided. “Yes, in that it’s usually criminal, but it’s not fatal if
that’s your worry.”

“It was.” Greg
acknowledged, calming down and stepping off at a faster pace than
before. He had been counting on Josh’s ripped up arm and the
painkillers to keep him down; otherwise he wouldn’t have allowed
himself the night off. Josh was the only person who could control
the ship, the most powerful person on board, and the vultures would
be circling if he was up and about. That would be fine, if he could
be trusted to look after himself, but when the only defences he
seemed to have were sex and violence it was a recipe for disaster.
“You’d better explain.”

“That was my
intention.” Mirehead chided him. “Although I wasn’t expecting you
to visit, as such. I was walking more to keep our conversation
private than because I was going anywhere.”

“Oh. Well, if
you finish before we get there we’ll turn back.”

“Fair enough.”
The doctor paused as they strode past Printer’s office, pointedly
the exact reflection of Arman’s. He had set it up more formally,
however, with a waiting area immediately beside the door. Despite
the early hour he already had four people ready to see him. They
were all clutching what looked suspiciously like tickets or
appointment cards and their identification. Just like any other
government office, then. There was a digital clock being projected
onto the far wall, which Greg supposed was necessary to keep track
of the appointments system, though he felt irked that it was
showing 13:30 when he’d only just got up. That would be “Printer
time”, six hours ahead of Greg’s routine, or six hours behind
Eleisus’ ship-time. Wrong, whichever way he looked at it.

Only when they
were out of sight did Mirehead resume. “There was no sign of any
violence. I surmise that Josh was either feigning sleep or woke up
in the few hours I was away. He shouldn’t have been able to do
either after the amount of sedative I gave him, but it seems he
did. Perhaps his implant has a filter system cleaning his blood
quicker than I guessed.” He shook his head slightly. “For whatever
reason, he then kidnapped his sister and, I am guessing, took her
past the shield into his own domain. When I discovered they were
missing I called the bridge but the sensors couldn’t find a trace
of them.”

“It sounds like
a good guess then. So the captain already knows they’re AWOL?”

“I haven’t
directly told him, but I presume the bridge crew passed on the
message.” Mirehead shrugged. “He has been on duty all day after
all. Anyway, to return to the tale… It was morning by then so I
decided to stay and wait for them.” He saw Greg’s eyebrow being
raised quizzically and laughed gently. “I know. It was an odd
decision. It left me on my own well beyond the perimeter and any
assistance. I was too tempted by Miss Hartley’s bed, I’m afraid.”
He sighed blissfully, apparently unaware of the double meaning of
his sentence. Greg had the sudden fear that Amy also had Josh’s
magnetism. He hadn’t noticed himself, but thinking back several of
the rest of his team had seemed to feel her presence keenly. But
then she had been naked.

“It even has
proper pillows.” Mirehead continued innocently. “So I thought it
would be much more comfortable than the barracks deck. Which it
was, in case you were interested. I admit the decision was selfish,
but it paid off. Josh woke me up when he was putting Amy back.”

“So there’s
really no point to this story?” Greg surmised. “There was a brief
absence and some running about, but everything’s alright now?”

“Not exactly.
Josh has done something to his sister. Something possibly very
dangerous. He cut her hair off to the same length as his own, for
starters, and what it reveals is a scar across the back of her
skull. Relatively fresh and identical to a fading scar Josh has
himself.”

“Relatively
fresh?” Greg asked sharply. “Can you give a more precise
estimate?”

Mirehead
grimaced. “You’re getting like Arman in your old age, Greg. Since
we’re almost there now you can see for yourself. Anything I said
would only be an educated guess. If it’s a normal injury I’d say a
week. If it is, as I suspect, connected to Jethabel, then I’m
betting on a few hours. The ship seems to be able to heal its crew
faster than I could. Josh’s implant is looking much better, by the
way. Still not operational, but several days ahead of my
expectations. He has some use of the arm already. Quite
miraculous.”

“Okay. So you
think Josh was trying to cure her?”

The doctor
nodded. “But it hasn’t worked. Her condition is marginally
improved, but she’s still comatose. He’s quite upset.”

“Josh?” Greg
asked unbelievingly.

“He’s only
human, commander, and she’s his only family. Try not to pour salt
over it.” So saying he tugged the door lever and let them into Amy
Hartley’s new room.

Greg was
impressed. If he could find quarters this good he’d be well
pleased. It was a suite of connected chambers and somewhere in the
bowels he heard a soothing trickle of running water. In the centre
of the ante-chamber a bed had been formed. During his two trips
into the private, shielded nose section Greg had seen bedchambers
of a similar size, presumably used by long-dead Pilots and possibly
now by Josh, and they had contained human manufactured furniture of
the kind available on new colonies and backwaters. He had expected
the same here when Mirehead had mentioned a proper bed, but it
wasn’t the same at all. Instead it was a wide, oval dais supported
by spines of cartilage and just happening to sport a blanket and
pillows. Greg wondered why, if Jethabel’s deck could be moulded so
easily, the previous occupants hadn’t done so. He supposed they had
wanted more homeliness.

The Hartleys
were both asleep, Amy on her back and Josh on his side as though he
had drifted off watching her breathe. The family resemblance was
striking, both with dark brown hair and pale skin with the skeleton
pushing through it. He looked the unhealthier of the two with a
forehead creased with a worry unnatural in someone barely eighteen.
The officers crept in and let the door twitch shut noiselessly.
Even Jethabel seemed to be insisting on silence.

Mirehead went
to check Amy’s status, probably more from habit than the
expectation it had changed. Nevertheless he seemed puzzled by
something he found there and took his readings again. Whatever it
was the second results were better, so he found himself a perch and
settled down to wait.

Greg moved over
to the window. It hung on the hull wall and was giving a good
impersonation of a real window, complete with images of a frame and
latches, but it lacked any drapes. Contrary to all reason it showed
a night-time city-scape (which he thought he recognised as
Celendra) where it was, very unflatteringly, pouring with rain. The
detail was amazing but Greg found himself very curious why anyone
would choose to watch this particular stock footage when there must
have been hundreds of less depressing vistas available.

As he thought,
dawn broke. In fact the sun rose so rapidly that the window showed
a cloudless noon almost before he’d noticed it was day. Behind him
Mirehead said, “Oh, hello.”

He turned to
see Josh pushing himself upright with his left hand. “We didn’t
mean to wake you.”

“You didn’t.”
The Pilot yawned widely, not bothering to cover his mouth. “I have
to go, Amy.” He bent over to kiss her cheek, and then slid off the
bottom of the bed. “I’ll be back later.” he told the doctor.

“I’m sure she
knows.” Mirehead said comfortingly. “I might be here myself,
replacing her nutrient pack.” He gestured to the intra-venous
machine steadily feeding into Amy’s arm. “But it won’t take me long
so I probably won’t see you.”

Josh gave him a
very considering look. “I think you’ll be here.” he said finally.
“Men are difficult to get rid of.” He yawned again and rubbed his
bloodshot eyes wearily. “Yes, I know.” he told the air. “I’m on my
way already.” Shaking his head he wove past the doctor and out the
door, which opened of its own accord, naturally.

Mirehead gave
the commander a baffled look, which Greg returned with a shrug.
“Tell the bridge I’m keeping track of him.” he said. He jogged to
catch up with Josh before the boy disappeared again. If he was ever
going to be part of the crew they had to establish the habit of
reporting in and being in touch. Greg wondered if he would agree to
carry a comm. unit, but that seemed a big first step. The captain
would be forever making demands and asserting his authority and
that would have to be led up to gently. “Need a hand?”

“What?” Josh
blinked. “Oh. Yeah, sure. Come along if you like.” He was heading
back to his section of the ship, but he didn’t seem to be in a
hurry. Every now and then he stopped to listen, yawn or pick at his
bandaged arm.

Greg considered
asking where they were going and decided it wasn’t important enough
to risk causing offence. “Are you alright?”

“I’m fine.”
Josh lied. He gave it a second thought and admitted, “I’m tired.
Jethabel is supposed to have twelve Pilots and I can’t cover the
ground fast enough. We’re breaking down faster than I can repair
us, and that was when I still had my implant.” He sighed
resignedly. “I’m going to regret killing those Tren.”

“You’d have
regretted holding your fire more.”

Josh flashed a
grin. “Very true.” They turned into the bright central chamber Greg
would rather have avoided, where a thick glass column was endlessly
rotated, forcing Jethabel’s viscous yellow blood into the unknown
territory of the upper decks. Josh wove expertly through the
lashing tendons of Jethabel’s heart and stooped through the forward
hatch without slowing. Greg took much more time, nervously watching
for his turn in the erratic sequence, frightened both for himself
from the force of the beats and for Jethabel should his
carelessness cause damage. Clear of it at last he was not surprised
to find Josh was already halfway down the ramp. He hadn’t expected
the Pilot to wait for him.

Running again
he caught up as Josh turned off on the lowest level. He caught his
breath and averted his eyes as the Pilot emptied his bladder into
the fountain and then took a drink from the fresh side of the pool.
He fumbled a lot to do even these basic things single and left
handed, but didn’t ask for any help. And Greg didn’t offer any.

When he was
done washing they took a passage back into the centre of the ship.
It was further into Jethabel’s private sections than Greg had
explored but their pace didn’t allow him to marvel. It appeared
Josh had fully woken up and was making up for his previous
dawdling. Luckily, Greg wasn’t missing much. It was a fairly plain
corridor.

“Twelve
Pilots?” he asked after a while.

“Yes. One for
each brain, weapons bank and engine, and a
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