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Chapter 1

 


David Arman straightened his dress uniform
nervously, trying to make the official crispness transfer to his
confidence. It wasn’t often he was nervous and it made him doubly
twitchy when he was. It wasn’t often he hid in the gents either,
but here he was lurking over the sink. A land-lubbers sink, where
silvered taps let out colourless water which gravity spiralled into
miles of underground pipes gurgling and groaning in time to the
distant boilers. An uncomfortable luxury and something he barely
trusted to work. He had let it run for a whole minute, watching the
circular swirl of liquid over the white ceramic. Such a wasteful
thing.

The rippling sound was supposed to be
calming, but it called his attention constantly by its
unfamiliarity and jarred his nerves. Might as well have been
birdsong. All it did was emphasise the absence of engines. But he
didn’t turn it off.

It was still in the narrow, green tiled room.
The lights were bright and unflattering, making his skin seem
blotched with the mixed effects of space living and an angry flush.
It felt like it wasn’t really his face staring back from the
mirror. It had a grey look of weariness and caution under the
strong veins, and his face had always been cocky and sure of
itself. Would be again if he could just get out from under the
thumb of incompetent officers and timid politicians. They were the
bane of the army, always had been, and he knew, intellectually,
that he’d been lucky to avoid their disastrous influence for so
long.

If it had been left to him Eleisus would
still be cruising through the border space winning skirmishes, and
not stuck on this miserable backwater to be part of the most
embarrassing defeat in naval history. It was a long-range vessel,
he had reminded the admiral. Designed and crewed for keeping
minimal eyes on otherwise unprotected borders, for sneaking over
the lines for cheeky assaults on supply lines and scouts, for being
where the enemy didn’t expect her. She was not equipped to go toe
to toe with Tren warships in pitched battles, or to keep formations
and match speeds as part of a formal line. But no one had listened
to him. It’s another ship, they said, another set of guns and
armour to defend Sheraton system. We need all the guns we can get,
regardless of how ill designed they are.

They were the commanders, so he had had to
comply and take the inevitable fire targeted at their section, the
weakest on the line. Take the damage and limp back to a port about
to fall, thankful that at least the ship was intact for now. Accept
that his name, the third of his line to serve as ship’s captain,
would be scribed next to his commanding idiots in the annals of
history so his grandson could despise it and say to his friends
“that was the bottom of the barrel as Arman’s go”. Like he had
spoken, in his youth, of Aunt Andrea’s capture at Endimon.

His hands were shaking so he gripped the mock
ceramic basin. He could hear the little boy’s voice echoing in his
mind, hear their mocking laughter. He didn’t even have a son yet,
and would have to delay that duty until he repaired his reputation.
Which would be a shame. He had been looking at a number of women
who would be glad to take his ring and bear his children, torn
between which to pursue. Would they laugh at him now as well?

He decided he had to make a stand for his
career, and then dallied re-checking that his uniform was in order.
What were his options? Even in the worst of straits he couldn’t
really bring himself to disobey an order, could he? He thought he
probably could, but if it didn’t pay off he would be court
martialled and cashiered and the shame really would kill him, if
his family did not. Have to have a sound plan in place before
taking that risk.

Finally he had to admit that the red piping
over his breast, and it’s collection of medals, was straight, the
pants were properly pressed and his greying hair was trimmed too
short to need combing. His boots were unpolished but they were
heavy duty ship boots tightly strapped to his knees, and suffered
no disgrace from the occasional scuff. It was time he left the
bathroom.

As soon as he opened the stiff, sound proofed
door he was assaulted by panic. Before him the collected experience
of three battle groups was trying desperately to salvage something
from the rout. There were two admirals fighting a losing battle in
the vacuum beyond the heliopause, relayed with an hour delay to the
massive strategy tables covering the floor. A third was trying to
organise a retreat, a rendezvous and an evacuation of the
planet.

None were meeting with much success. He
glanced at the position on the strategy table as he passed along
the balcony, unrequired among the uproar as the rest of his fleet
and his admiral fought to the death above without him. He was used
to watching battles from a distance, guarding the flank, the
reserve or the retreat. But from his bridge he had duties, keeping
the crew alert, keeping his senses open himself. Things to occupy
his mind. Not the same as being in the thick of the fighting, but
that was okay. Eleisus wasn’t a battle cruiser and everyone knew
it, no shame in performing his designated role well. If it wasn’t
possible to engage stray enemy vessels, of course. A captain should
always be ready for a fight when he was on his own bridge. Off his
bridge he was a helpless creature, paralysed in mind as well as
firepower.

Peering down on the mayhem he saw little had
changed, and no one seemed to have noticed his protracted absence.
They had other things on their mind. The Tren were surrounding the
Alliance fleet, outflanking it below and creeping into the system
proper. It looked like they moved slowly, but that was a trick of
the scale of the invasion. The strategy tables had never been
intended to cover a whole system of battleground. He couldn’t even
make out the tiny flecks of missiles, or make sense of the shifting
patterns. Apart from the fact that his comrades were outnumbered
and taking heavy losses. They were also badly out of position,
which he had warned them of before the battle, before he had been
forced back to port, but it looked like no one had taken his
warning seriously. No one had really expected the Tren to throw so
many men into the fray. Not even him. Apart from the naval port,
Sheraton was a nothing of a system. Barely colonised and with no
scarce natural resources, unless the Tren were running out of
ship-building metal and were prepared to bow their morally
ramrodded backs enough to condescend to strip mine for it. He
doubted that. As a propaganda pitch it was too much of a gift for
the alliance, and the Tren were nothing if not on message. He
wondered then what the soon to be conquered colony did have that
was so vital.

The command centre was full and stifling, but
no more so than the work stations Arman was used to on board ship.
It had the advantage of massive reinforced windows opening out onto
a bright morning over Sheraton space dock. They had pulled down
half of the blinds to reduce the glare but he still had to squint
whenever he glanced that way. He tried to spot Eleisus, but she was
docked in the civvie quarters far from the control tower and her
mass was hidden by the closer dreadnoughts. He hadn’t wanted to be
trapped air-side, but as fast as Ashley and her crews could work
they hadn’t got the ship spaceworthy in time. Perhaps if supplies
had been better, or they’d had the priority over the other crippled
vessels, but as it was he was sitting out the fight for the first
time in his career. He had a passing thought that the ship might be
bombed while still in her moorings and shuddered. He would never
live it down. She had to at least reach orbit and allow him to die
firing.

Captain Stenman was poring over some battle
plan to his right, neither looking at him nor pointedly ignoring
him. Doing a fine impersonation of someone who hadn’t been anywhere
near his bed last night, but fooling no one. She was regretting the
assignation already. Probably calling it a black mark on her
reputation, though in truth no one would care. It wasn’t as though
they reported to one another. She wasn’t even in the same command
group. But if she wanted it that way he could match her game. Last
night seemed a long time ago anyway.

He made his way around the side of the
bustle. He was not a man to take a vicarious thrill watching other
people’s deaths play out as patterned lights on a black plane.
Neither was Admiral Beckett, who was ensconced in his office alone,
surrounded by hardcopy schematics and reams of numbers trying to
“actually get some work done”. They weren’t his men, since his was
the port duty, so perhaps he was justified in letting his fellow
admirals get on with their jobs while he did his. He was a balding,
slightly paunchy man inclined to politics over battle, but he had a
good grip on his crew nonetheless. Good enough that he felt no need
to supervise them and trusted them to let him know when something
changed urgently.

He glanced up as Arman shouldered his way
past the muscled grunts guarding the door and grunted sourly. “I
was wondering where you’d got to captain. I sent men to fetch you a
half hour ago, but they came back empty handed.”

“Then you don’t hire good enough men.” Arman
retorted.

Beckett shrugged. “I get the dregs.” he
admitted. He offered a glass of brandy and Arman took it politely.
He wasn’t a big drinker, but so much of the fleet relied on the
niceties. You weren’t trusted with anything until you could make
the right small talk at the Commissary party. Beckett nodded
approvingly as he swirled the spirit. “Mine is not a high priority
post in the grander design of things. It was supposed to be my
wind-down duty. This place has been colonised for decades. It’s got
no violent natural conditions, no resources worth stealing, and
it’s nowhere near the border. The real border I mean, not the one
the bastards up there are trying to carve out for themselves.”

That was hardly helpful, only beating around
the bush of why Arman was there. “Eleisus will be fit to sail in an
hour,” Arman took a hesitant sip of the liquor and was pleasantly
surprised, “but we couldn’t make it to the battle in time to help
anyone. Not even to cover a retreat.”

“I haven’t asked you to. The fleet can cover
its own retreat.” The admiral snorted. “It’s the planet I have to
worry about. I hate surrendering so much to those bastards.”

“We’re falling back too readily.” Arman
agreed with a heartfelt shake of his head. It was a nothing of a
planet, but it was a planet nonetheless. “We should take the
offensive. We’ll never get anywhere on the permanent defensive like
this.”

“We don’t have the men.” There was a glimmer
in the admiral’s eye now, an inkling that while he spoke the party
line he thought with Arman.

“We’re losing men by the bucketful trying to
guard evacuations.” Arman pointed out. He didn’t know this superior
officer well enough to guess if it was safe to fish for a mission,
but it was tempting. Someone had to do something to stem the tide,
and while Arman had never thought that someone would be Beckett
there was no one else here with the authority to unleash hell. He
wasn’t under the admiral’s command of course, but stretching the
command chain would be a far sight better than breaking ranks
completely if it came to a court martial at the end. If the admiral
had a tempting enough offer.

“But the Tren are not laying down many lives
to win this space, yes? They have stretched their defences too thin
marshalling this fleet, but we have nothing left to take advantage
with. Do we?”

“It wouldn’t take a lot, sir.” Arman allowed
himself to smile. This was more like it. “Something to make them
think twice, to re-assess how well they can hold the line they were
so eager to take. They’ll hold at the least, fall back if the
strike is good enough. A single blow, in a sensitive enough
area.”

“But at great risk.”

“Worthwhile risk, sir.”

“Then I think we understand each other.”
Beckett nodded. “Eleisus will be ready to lift off soon you
say?”

“As soon as the crew are back on board, sir.
They’re marshalling the retreat, fetching families and so on. I
will send out a recall immediately.”

“Yes, I would advise as much. I can’t offer
you any ground troops, though. They’re needed to control the port
and ships. You will have to take some evacuees, of course. Don’t
want to make people suspicious.”

Don’t want it to seem like you gave me the go
ahead, you mean. Heaven forbid you should have to take a risk in
all this. If it goes well I bet you claim the credit. He nodded
acceptance of the terms. It wouldn’t be his first secret
assignment.

An aide pushed her way into the room and
saluted. “The Tren have broken the line, sir.”

“Are Admirals Shelby and O’Connor
regrouping?”

“Yes sir, but the fleet is falling back
towards the Myo entrenchment. They say they will shield our backs
once we have cleared the system.”

“Bloody lot of good that will be.” Beckett
barked a laugh. “Sound the general evacuation. Captain, you had
better return to your vessel.”

Arman saluted sharply. Time to find another
home port.


Chapter 2




 


The apartment was abandoned, had been for weeks
by the layers of dust. There was a faintly rancid smell coming from
the kitchen and the power had been cut off. The integrated comm.
system in the hall was slowly running down it’s batteries in a
desperate attempt to get someone to pick up 116 messages. Despite
this the doors were all locked protectively and the curtains drawn
as though the habit had been too hard to break.

Alex was compulsively tidy. He washed the
dishes before he ran out of cups, which Greg had never understood.
He imagined Alex rushing around frantically cleaning before he
fled, just so the looters wouldn’t think he was a slob. But there
hadn’t been any looters yet. Under the layer of dust everything was
still neatly in its place. Apart from the items that weren’t there
at all. Alex had taken everything of value, including all of Greg’s
stuff except the clothes, which wouldn’t have fit. “You could have
let me know.” Greg accused the empty walls. “I would have spared
myself the trip.”

He shook his head wearily. He should have
spared himself the trip anyway. The evacuation notice had finally
gone out across Sheraton only nine days ago but Alex kept himself
up to date with the news, what little of it got through the fleet
censors. He was more practical on the inside than he tried to make
out, which was why Greg had come to like him in the first place.
He’d left for the central worlds weeks ahead of the crowd, just as
Greg had known he would. So he was probably safe, probably happy,
probably suffering a few guilty regrets he hadn’t stuck around to
wait for his soldier like romantic heroines would have. He may have
even written. Mail got lost. These days everything and everyone got
lost.

Just in case Greg checked the messages
waiting on the comm. Most were evac notices or reminders of unpaid
bills. There was a fair scattering of memos from friends Alex had
either forgotten to tell he was leaving, or who had forgotten he
had in their panic. The only one for Greg was from his mother on
Echo. It had been intransit for a fortnight, passed from ship to
ship in the hope rather than expectation that it would eventually
find him. She looked well. Worried, and thinner than he remembered,
but getting by. Echo was still well beyond the front so she would
be safe there. She was inviting them to stay for a holiday when
Greg next had shoreleave. He wondered if Alex had taken her up on
the offer. He hoped so. His lover had no offworld family and if
he’d simply fled with the flow they’d likely never find each other
again. Besides, his mother looked like she could use the
company.

He deleted all the messages and switched the
comm. off. Its beeping was annoying, and he wanted all his
concentration as he ransacked his home. It was a small apartment so
it didn’t take long to search, one of the kinds of up-market
dwelling in which you could have a sauna in any of three bathrooms
but couldn’t swing a cat in the living room. It was painted in
shades which Alex had various names for and Greg always called
cream just to annoy him. The effect was to make it airy and light,
but it was lost on Greg. He had spent his adult life space-side and
was used to quarters in which he struggled to stretch his six and a
half foot frame out flat. The apartment was a palace in comparison.
It had great views of the city and space port which he had admired
to even Alex’s house-proud satisfaction and a balcony to catch real
wind-borne air scented with scorched tar and fuel to remind him of
the ship when he had agoraphobic moments. On the whole it had been
a good home and a good arrangement with Alex. It had seen them
through three years worth of shore leave affairs, never quite
getting to the point of arguing before Eleisus was shipping back to
the front and Greg was gone for another season. The flat had hosted
some of the best times of those years, and none of the worst, but
since its owner was gone its attraction was fading and there seemed
no reason to hang around to bid it a proper farewell.

He pulled open his rucksack and stuffed in as
much of what was left as would fit. A handful of sentimental
trinkets from his early tours, a couple of books, his sister
Jenny’s battered old pan pipes and her medals, clothes, a
bone-handled knife forgotten in the bedside cabinet. A few
scattered images of them with friends (mostly Alex’s) which only
served to show up how space-pale Greg’s skin was under his
close-cropped mousey hair and thick brows, and how his grey eyes
looked haunted in the daylight. The rest of his possessions had
been taken, but he wouldn’t have been able to carry it all anyway.
He’d only left it in the first place because his cabin was too
cramped for it.

He gave the apartment a final look around for
old time’s sake, and locked it on his way out because it was what
Alex would have wanted. The other apartments on the floor were all
open invitingly and had been trashed accordingly. Though how the
thieves had got anything out was beyond Greg. The elevators were
broken from earlier attempts to cram furniture into them, and he
didn’t envy anyone the task of dropping stuff down seven flights of
stairs. He had had enough trouble hauling his own weight up them.
The first six floors were fine, but the last, the one Eleisus
didn’t have, had had him gasping. And it turned out that going down
with his baggage was just as bad. He was only ship-shape for a
given size of ship.

He emerged panting into the bright daylight
of a tree lined boulevard and paused while his light filter
adjusted. Alex had lived in a trendy part of the town, far enough
from the space port to muffle the roar of take-off engines but
generally downwind of it so the house prices weren’t too
extortionate. The district was almost derelict now. People with
education and money were the first ones out. They didn’t wait
around for the fleet passenger service to arrive. They’d stopped
doing that after the Tren had beaten the fleet to it on Cadin and
bombed the city and port both. Even the government’s news channels
had struggled to find a good angle on that one. In the end they’d
scapegoated Admiral Mantor, but it hadn’t calmed the fears. Why
make your children risk it when you could afford to be light-years
ahead of the Tren ships? Sheraton wasn’t an outlying world, or it
hadn’t been before the border got so much closer, so there’d been
plenty of ships to hire.

He had borrowed a bike from the space-port
guards. A battered old thing with faulty lights, but it had been
maintained by Fleet mechanics used to decrepit hardware and still
ran well.It was bit small for his lanky frame, but easy to manage
for an inexperienced land-driver. It made a reassuringly throaty
growl when he started the engine, adding to his image as a man not
to be messed with.

Traffic was light until he got within a mile
of the port. He could sense people in their homes, peering from
behind the curtains as he passed, but they kept mostly out of
sight. There were looters on the prowl taking the valuables from
empty houses and the food from the stores. They looked like the
poorer classes and hid from him when they spotted his insignia, but
in truth he wished them well with it. There would soon be a massive
food shortage planet-wide, and nowhere worse than in the city. The
Tren would raze the almost grown harvest as soon as their foothold
was secure. The crop was contaminated by chemicals and gene therapy
and useless in their view.

He remembered hiking, blistered and footsore,
along ridges in the distant mountains sometimes visible between the
tall glass towers. There was vegetation there that predated the
colony and it had been glorious that day, one of only a handful of
times Greg had seen a natural beauty. The few glimpses he could
catch as he rode were still lovely, the haze of distance softening
the harsh granite of the peaks. The Tren would safeguard it much
better than Sheraton colonists would have as their city expanded.
By reputation they put great store in pretty scenery. A
silver-lining, then, but he still considered it a bad trade.

He was threading his way through the queues
now. The city margins fell behind him and he cut onto a four lane
express-way over the sea-weed farms of the Connell bay to the
massive reclaimed mud-flats of the space port. The port had its own
multi-junctioned ring-road circling between the warehouses, control
towers, hotels and markets which supported the colony, and the
Gates. This road was impassable in both directions. When he had
left there had been accidents which weren’t cleared yet and a
handful of closed down Gates but now most people had abandoned
their vehicles and begun to walk, effectively immobilising the
crowds behind them. Even then, they queued in orderly fashion
between the cars to get on those monorails which were still
shuffling overhead from the various hotels into the port.

A lot of people were trapped in place but
they didn’t have his uniform, his rifle, or his heavily polarised
visor keeping his eyes adjusted to space light levels. The civvies
cleared out of his road where they might have mobbed one of their
own for the bike. They were quiet, calm for the most part. Queuing
as they’d been queuing for the better part of a week. They didn’t
know how close the enemy were, and Greg was not of a mind to tell
them. As long as the monorails still clattered along they would
stay and queue like the blaring tannoy told them to, and nothing
else would do them any good anyway. He was glad Alex’s friends were
rich – he didn’t have to fear being recognised or knowingly leaving
someone behind. Better they were strange faces with no names.

Finally he threaded his way through to a
narrow bridge over the ten foot ditch which protected the Gates
from stupidity and desperation, and the security door it led to. He
left the bike there; no one else was going to need it. His hand
passed over the scanner, opening the door only fractionally wider
than he needed to squeeze through. The guards were waiting on the
other side with guns loaded to deter any civilian from trying it,
and a good thing too as there were many people eyeing it up behind
him. “Commander Greg Hawthorne.” he presented his insignia as the
doors slid shut again on the waiting crowd. “Eleisus.”

“Yes.” the ensign in charge nodded. “Captain
Arman’s been on the comm. asking after you. Said to send you
straight up when you got in.”

Greg frowned. He was actually earlier than
he’d expected to be and his own comm. was working and on. If Arman
had needed him back he could have raised him at any time. Unless
he’d been wary of being overheard and accidentally starting a
panic. “Do you know if the rest of the crew are back?” They weren’t
scheduled to leave for another three hours. The captain had granted
leave to forty-eight crew apart from him for outside the port, and
a further half shift were assigned to general port-defence
duties.

The ensign shrugged. “There are a hundred
doors to the port, sir. Only four have come through this one.”

“Right.” The crew who had left had families
on the planet, as they should in their home port. Not all of them
would have been headed for the main city, and few would have
shorter trips than he had had. If it was time to be going they were
screwed.

“As you were.”He accepted the men’s salute
and returned it briskly. Slinging his rucksack over one shoulder
and his rifle over the other he strode off into the port.

He had always admired Sheraton space-port. It
was a trifle smaller than the main inner-world equivalents where
space traffic hubbed and was redirected, so it was manifestly
easier to navigate. Each class of vessel had its own loading area,
each ship its own Gate. There was none of the doubling up one above
another which was needed to save land-space on the developed worlds
but hugely complicated any take-off. Here the vessels hung
suspended twenty yards above the ground on vast metal fretwork
pillars, their loading doors connected by ramps to the intricate
network of aerial walkways. Most of these were conveyor belts to
take people to and from the high speed monorails. On the secondary
level ten yards below the first a similar network shunted freight,
and underneath that sparse vegetation helped to reduce the
collective pollution of the enterprise and provide homes for the
spattering of local wildlife which had survived the construction
phase.

Today the upper belts had been switched off
so people could be queued and directed better. They would all be
walking miles before they arrived on board – it took adventure
holiday types three days to hike around the port, though he
supposed their routes were indirect to avoid all the blast grounds.
Greg was in too much of a hurry to bother with that so he took
advantage of military prerogative and rode the freight system to
Eleisus’ gate in the company of four privates, all fresh faced
local youths, and two dozen cases of laser fuel. He distracted
himself for the first tense minutes by admiring the well tended
gardens which covered the hundred square miles of space port
ground, what of it lay outside of the Gates’ concrete blast radii.
It was losing some of its vibrancy as Sheraton’s southern
hemisphere entered its autumnal season, and it was littered with
the abandoned remains of campsites and junk tossed off the
walkways, but from slightly nearer the ground he decided it was a
better view than most people got.

When he saw his ship he couldn’t suppress his
sigh of relief. The privates echoed the feeling with open smiles.
They were in time.

The Eleisus was docked near the outskirts of
the port at a gate too big for the frigate. She was keeping up a
slow engine burn to offset the unstable angle she was resting at on
support pillars designed for a bulky hauler. There had been a space
for her in the frigate section, but it had been given over to an
evac freighter as an excuse for the admiral to scatter his armed
vessels into the civilian sections. The Tren’s invasion fleet
didn’t have the gun-power to take out the whole port from orbit,
but they could reduce a few sectors of it to rubble if they were
given half a day.

As they sped along towards the port-side
cargo bay low down the aft of the ship, he noticed the ship was
taking on civvies. It was a small line of people, orderly and
travelling light. Most seemed to be family groups, all of them
weary. At the rear a patrol of rifled privates kept watch of the
walkway as they filed aboard. Greg felt a headache coming on. Logic
said it was the daylight, overcast as the weather was it was too
bright for sailors. His more persuasive side said it was the
realisation of who would be given the chore of settling and
controlling the human cargo. He hoped the port authorities had done
their sums properly. Someone should have counted exactly how many
souls the Eleisus could carry, but given the circumstances he
wouldn’t be surprised if they’d been over-optimistic of her. The
lines didn’t look too bad, but they could have been boarding for an
hour for all he knew.

To put off the problem for the moment, he
admired the good job Ashley had done repairing the rip in the hull
armour from the last skirmish. A strafe of Tren lasers had weakened
their armour plating across three whole decks, right up to the
pyramidal apex of the ship. It had allowed a later missile to tear
through a twenty foot section before ricocheting off the front
wing. They’d been lucky it hadn’t detonated, but the damage had
stopped them from being in the main battle and sent them back to
their soon to be levelled home port. That missile had saved their
lives if the comms from the frontline weren’t Tren propaganda. The
patch job was ugly and makeshift, adding to the worn veteran look
of the ship by shining with new brightness in comparison, but it
looked sound despite the bobbled welding and that was all that
mattered.

A blaring siren cut over the clamour of the
docks. Greg twisted his head, finally spotting the nearest signal
tower several gates over to the left of him, a slender spire
reaching into the clouds and ringed with a series of neon bars.
Since he had arrived the bars had been constant orange, enemy
approaching on scanner. Now they were blinking red. Incoming
fire.

Above the alarm siren Greg heard the human
roar. To his right, separated from him by the ten yard high
strengthened glass wall, the patient queue erupted in panic. Behind
him the sharp patter of gunfire told that some were hammering at
the gates, but most were pushing straight for the walls, climbing
their fellows in a desperate but ill-advised attempt to get over
into his ship’s blast ground where they would be turned into ash on
the concrete bowl when Eleisus shot for orbit. The rest, near the
back of the press, were fighting free and running back to the city.
They, he reflected, would be the survivors. Rumour had it the Tren
left the cities alone once the military were gone. Cadin was
supposed to be the exception, not the rule. Depending, of course,
on how much resistance their ground troops met with and what you
classed as “survival”. Most of the people left behind would starve
in the months ahead.

The freight cart glided along smoothly, its
computer blissfully unaware of the imminent danger, until it
stopped in response to a laser across the carriageway and allowed
itself to be loaded into The Eleisus’ cargo hold by robotic arms.
Greg swung out as it landed and grinned as his feet touched solid
deck again. “Shut us up.” he bellowed to crewmen Jordan and
Benjay.

Jordan shook his head. “We’re only half
loaded, sir. There’s another batch of rations coming for the
civvies.” He pointed out around the bevelled door and Greg followed
his finger to a retinue of freight carriages half a mile off, just
past their neighbour’s Gate. At the normal carriage speed it would
arrive in less than a minute. Give another two minutes to load,
plus the three it took to cycle and air-lock the massive bay
doors…

“Shut us up.” he repeated. “If they get here
in time load them through the closing doors.”

“Dangerous.” Jordan noted. An understatement.
Anyone dawdling would be trapped outside in the blast-radius,
anyone tripping could be crushed by the huge metal teeth, and if
the cargo got trapped the doors might be jammed open and they’d all
be stuck on the planet.

“You’re good at your job.” Greg commended
him. The crewman nodded and flicked the switch. “It’s not worth
dying for, so don’t risk too much.”

“No, sir.” Benjay glanced at the carriage
Hawthorne had rode in on as its precious ammunition was unloaded
and pushed into the elevator on its way to the gun batteries.
“Looks like you brought the stuff we’ll actually need.”

“I live to serve.” Greg agreed. He whistled
at the four privates who had arrived with him and were now milling
uncertainly. “Welcome to the Navy. I’m your new commander.” He held
up a hand to forestall their protests. “I know, this morning you
were in the army. I don’t care. You’re on board my ship now and
unless you are lucky enough that an army officer made it aboard
too, your line of command is to Captain Arman and it goes through
me. Shoulder your weapons.” They blinked almost in unison as they
adjusted to the facts then obeyed with admirable precision for the
raw recruits he’d taken them for. “Good. Now…”

He paused as one noise, among the din of
sirens, door pistons and loading pulleys, made itself clearer. Over
the ship wide tannoy Lieutenant Hazel’s voice called. “Incoming.
Brace for impact.” The howl of an orbit-to-ground missile took over
everyone’s attention. Greg stared out of the diminishing doorway,
trying to make the heat trail out of the clouds, but the missile
hit home aft of them and out of his line of sight.

The impact shuddered the ground and he felt
the ship slide in its precarious mooring. He staggered, but held
his footing. The less ship-worthy privates were flattened to the
deck. One slid hull-wards as Eleisus tilted, but Benjay caught his
pack and hauled him upright before he could get jammed in the
doors. A spurt of side thrusters with Samson’s deft touch put them
back level.

The boom of the explosion stung Greg’s ears
so badly that seconds later he watched a troop carrier blast off in
what seemed to be near silence. Then he shook his head and the
ringing faded into the background noise. It had hit miles away,
near the centre of the port.

“Cargo Bay.” Hazel’s common-accented voice
boomed. “Seal the hull.”

Greg fumbled out his comm. and tuned it to
the bridge frequency. “Hawthorne to Hazel, bay door cycle is
already in progress. Estimating forty seconds to lock. We are clear
for takeoff.”

“Acknowledged commander.” Hazel replied on
the private comm. “Glad you made it back, Greg.” Then he switched
back to ship-wide. “All hands, prepare for takeoff.”

“Shit.” Jordan and Benjay swore in unison.
They were sprinting for the exit before Greg had to give the
command. All of the crew were, and the privates were not slow on
the uptake either. Greg cleared the door near the rear of the pack
and pushed himself back against the interior wall of the narrow,
flesh-filled corridor. Jordan waited till the slowest crewman threw
himself over the raised step, then slammed the door shut and threw
the locking wheel around. He was a fraction late and the heat of
the blast off escaped into the corridor, momentarily choking them
before the locks slammed home and cut it off.

“Verdict?” he asked when he got his breath
back.

Benjay checked the sensor console beside the
door. “We have air lock, sir. The blast fire probably did some
damage, but the seals are holding. It’s a bit hot in there
though.”

It’ll cool down fast enough in space. Cut the
life support for the moment, and call Lt. Trimp to check it out
before you even try to go back in.”

“Where are you going?”

“Where do you think?” Greg snapped. He had a
post to get to.


Chapter 3

 


This is a disaster, Printer thought. Of
course defeat was never going to look pretty but rank and duty were
supposed to carry some privileges and he had not expected it to be
a personal disaster. There was something suspicious about the way
his permits had been shuffled around – last minute changes in ship
and destination approved by deputies and equivalents rather than
the responsible officer. But approved it was and here he crouched,
leant back against the grimy dull grey paint of a clapped out
frigate a decade over her retirement date. Flotsam to be put ashore
at a random dock and forgotten. Not at all what he had been
promised.

He tried to block out the noise of idling
engines and impatient, frightened citizens but it was useless. He
could not even ignore the flicker of the lights through his closed
eyelids. His own fears refused to be dismissed, their very
reasonableness preserving them. It was impossible to begin a
logical assessment. Were these concerns paranoid, childishly
petulant or coldly valid? More importantly, could any action of his
have prevented his current straits?

“Incoming.” An authoratative male voice,
slightly garbled by old speakers and poor acoustics. “Brace for
impact.” Printer opened his eyes and obediently wedged himself back
into a corner. Along the corridor dozens did the same. Some were
self-absorbed, but most were watching him. It was obvious he was
with the government, although he had chosen not to wear his dress
sash and confirm it. Perhaps an act more of cowardice than of
subterfuge since the chances of being attacked had never been
great. Now that he was safely aboard a ship, if not the intended
one, he regretted the choice. The people may have respected a show
of strength. Or they might have strung him up as a scapegoat for
the failure. Too early to tell, really.

The deck slid precariously in his direction
and he found himself suddenly looking up at convict Briars. The
man’s eyes were white rimmed as he fought to keep from sliding down
onto his warden. Had he been alone he might not have managed, but
there were several burlier men on the chain and between them they
kept the line in place.

They righted with a bump and Printer heard
the change in the engine noise just before his ears popped. “I
think we’re off.” Mathars said redundantly. He was wedged against a
doorframe, tendons bulging with the strain as the ship juddered.
Printer nodded but saved his breath from replying.

He took advantage of a lull in the vessel’s
movement to check the line. Mathars was holding down the forward
end of the chain, and Riley the rear, stretching the prisoners out
in a rough ring along the sides of the corridor. It was tight,
allowing them enough freedom to kill each other if they had wanted
to, but the men seemed as subdued by the speed of the retreat as
any of the citizens. His third guard, Kell, was crouched on the
other side of Printer’s bulwark support still cuffed to Hartley. He
had to support his prisoner (their best subject to date) who seemed
to have lost focus again.

Printer nodded grimly to himself. In an ideal
world there would have been time to take the non-responsive
prisoners back to their cells where they could be safely abandoned
to the Tren’s short mercy. He would need to file a report on why
that had not been done. It was not his fault, but the report would
reflect badly on him all the same and he could ill afford another
black mark on his career. He needed something to soften his account
before they were deposited at the evac centre, but on a ship of
this size such a thing should not be difficult to find.

 


*

 


Eleisus shuddered so hard Greg’s teeth
rattled. It was a strain on his muscles to keep moving as the force
of their ascent pressed down on his shoulders. They were rising too
fast and not levelling off as the air thinned around them. Arman
was in a hurry. Greg wished he was on the bridge. In the dim
corridors he had no more knowledge of the battle than what the
shifting deck could tell him.

The crew he passed had strapped in to their
seats to wait it out. Some of the civvies were that lucky but most
were clinging white knuckled to bulwarks and piping, impeding his
progress. The lights flickered and the console screens were mostly
dead. It looked like even the life-support power was being
re-routed to the engines. The only active posts were the gun banks,
engines and bridge.

When he reached deck 4 he stopped in the main
gunnery to get a better bearing on the situation. The two junior
gunners gave him pale, brave grins before turning back to the
joystick controls of their weapons. Lieutenant Turner ignored him.
He was belted to his chair, which in turn was locked in its place
despite its normal rotating motion, and all of his attention was
focussed on his consoles and the orders barked into his headset to
be relayed to his teams scattered in the ship’s spread of
batteries. Greg grabbed the chair-back for support and leaned over
Ethan’s shoulder to peer at the screens.

Space-worthy ammo was low. In-atmosphere
supplies were better, but the team was using it up fast. All eight
banks were firing almost constantly, the radar screen a confusion
of the blue and black dots of friendly and Tren missiles. And he
saw immediately why they weren’t levelling off. The Tren had come
down out of orbit. They were running a gauntlet of ships in the
high atmosphere, but after them… The higher altitude screens showed
the orbits were clear; the course out into the solar system was
open. It was fortuitously careless of the enemy. They were too
eager for the kill.

“Incoming!”Hazel’s voice blared. The gunners
ceased fire immediately, locking their missiles in their protective
cases away from the impact. Greg took a firmer grip. The Eleisus
rolled with the blast, the deck fell away under his feet and his
helmet cracked against the ceiling causing bright flashes across
his vision.

“Resume fire.” Ethan commanded. Then he
flicked his microphone off and pushed it down under his square
chin. “You ok, sir?”

“Fine.” Greg assured him. “Glad of the
helmet, though.”

“Wondered why you were wearing that.” One of
the gunners barked a laugh and there was a definite grin on Ethan’s
face. “You make for an awfully skinny marine, sir.”

“I was off ship. Haven’t got round to taking
it off yet, and now I think I might keep it a while longer. I can
live with looking the idiot. Do you get damage reports down
here?”

Ethan shook his head. “Not for us. It would
only clog the screens. For them yeah.” He waved at a screen
scrolling sensor sweeps of the Tren ships looking for weakened
zones and easy targets. “There’s a lot of fire out there, sir.
We’ll get hit again before we’re clear, but we’re giving them back
some too. They’ve lost two to one so far. Course, they outnumber us
by twice that again so maybe they don’t care.”

“Their admiral’ll get a bollocking for giving
up the tactical advantage of orbit, though. Heavier losses than
they were looking for. Keep it up.”

“Was planning to, sir.” The lieutenant
switched his headset back on. “Port side, concentrate fire on
target six three. Repeat, six three.”

Greg nodded, slapped Ethan’s shoulder and
left him to his job.

 


*

 


The ship had steadied, but Printer suspected
this was temporary. Though his mind said they had been ascending
for ages his watch disagreed. They were only 16 minutes into the
flight, and the level of turbulence implied they weren’t on a
direct escape path. Nevertheless he forced his numb fingers to
relinquish their grasp and pushed to his feet to make use of what
respite there was.

A quick headcount confirmed everyone was
still there, though two were now unconscious. Printer racked his
memory but could not recall if the medication made them more
susceptible to space sickness. Certainly they all looked unwell,
perhaps more so than their guards and the nearby civilians. It
would be a shame to lose some after all the effort, even if it
would even out the prisoner/guard ratio a bit.

“I am going to find out what is going on.” he
informed Kell. The guard didn’t question. He knew when to play to
the dress circle. He did gesture to Hartley, who had covered both
his ears and started rocking on his heels in a plausible imitation
of distress. Printer spread his hands helplessly. The boy was as
much a danger to others as he was to himself and could not be
released. “They will have sedatives in the sickbay. That should
help for a time. Keep everyone in line until I return.”

This class of ship was familiar to him. He
had travelled in similar vessels regularly during an earlier
assignment in the diplomatic service. Yet he had nowhere in
particular to go. The purpose was only to be seen. He pushed slowly
along crowded corridors, peering into equally full barracks and
keeping a rough count of bodies and likely backgrounds while he
offered brave smiles and encouraging sound bites. There was nothing
genuinely encouraging to be found under the emergency lighting.

Eventually, by a circuitous route avoiding
most of the active crew stations, he worked his way to the small
office near the engines where travelling officials were placed. A
quick pass of his wrist and its implanted id chip and he was
granted entry. It was a tiny space, the navy begrudging any of
their precious deck, but it was secure and furnished with enough
equipment to make a start.

Firstly he booted up the neat console and
accessed summaries of the bridge reports. He didn’t comprehend all
of what he saw but it was clear they were still in battle mode and
were seriously damaged. He considered lifting the attached headset
and listening to the bridge chatter. It was tempting, but fast
paced events quickly overtook the eavesdropper.

Instead he called up files on Eleisus’ main
crew. No immediate weakness or foothold presented itself. Captain
clean, decorated hereditary officer, slightly loose cannon – not
trusted. First officer clean, veteran, sister lost in action,
brother MIA possible Tren hostage – not trusted. Engineer,
seditious left leaning youth – not trusted. Not entirely unusual
for the navy, which tended to attract a more dissident crowd than
the infantry, but still disappointing. Some clean record lower
officers, but on a ship this size they were unlikely to have enough
power to be worth recruiting.

He asked if there were any other officials on
board. There were none. He checked the door was securely closed and
sound proof and then hit the desk in frustration.

Only then did he notice the beckoning blue
light of a waiting message on the ground army channel. He toggled
it and was rewarded with a series of simple check-ins. Four
privates from the 181st battalion, six and a corporal from the
74th, Lt Kristin Caisley also of the 181st (coding herself with
four years seniority and obviously expecting to be in with a shout
of the ranking officer post) along with a full security detachment.
Presumably these were the stern, competent figures who had marched
their refugee column to the ship. He had expected them to remain to
put up a token defence of the port, but he was not unhappy that
they hadn’t.

The last message had just arrived. Lt Caisley
had ordered a regroup at the engine room, conveniently close by
him. He had time to review her file (spotless service record,
career military family, politically trustworthy) before setting off
to stake his claim.

He slid the door open and tried to step out.
Immediately he found himself back in his chair as Eleisus began
another series of evasion manoeuvres. He took a better grip on the
door frame and tried again. Supporting himself against the wall he
managed to edge along to the rendezvous.

Not all of his new recruits were impressive.
A few looked like veterans but most had the panicky wide-eyed look
of locals only signed on for planet bound duties. They held their
weapons with enough skill for the tasks he had in mind, though.

“Lieutenant?” The officer broke off her
yelling, which had no point that he could discern except to instil
the chain of command. She looked furious at the interruption (as
far as it was possible to gauge her expression underneath the
helmet visor), but she controlled herself when she saw his own
uniform. “Jayleigh Printer.” He accepted her salute. “I believe I
am the ranking officer so far checked in.”

“Yes sir! And thank God. For a minute I
thought I’d have to scrape to the boat captain.” She sneered in
perfect Army superiority.

You could do worse, Printer thought, but that
sentiment wouldn’t play well to this crowd. “A terrible fate.” he
allowed. “Has Captain Arman issued any commands?”

“Not a peep, sir. Must have other things on
his mind.”

Imagine that. “Very good. In that case I
require four of your
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