
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Hidden

Two Democracies: Revolution

Book 4

––––––––

[image: ]


by Alasdair Shaw

Copyright © 2017 Alasdair C Shaw

All rights reserved.

This book was written and published in the UK.

First published 2017



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Also by Alasdair Shaw


[image: ]




Two Democracies: Exploration

Awakening – a short story (in The Guardian anthology)

Two Democracies: Justice

Duty – a short story (in The Officer anthology) 

Opportunity – a novel

Two Democracies: Revolution

Repulse – a short story (in The Newcomer anthology)

Conscience – a short story (in The Renegade anthology)

Independence – a short story 

Liberty – a novel

Prejudice – a novelette

Equality – a novel

Hidden – a novelette

Fraternity – a novel



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


1


[image: ]




The glittering methane snow squeaked beneath her feet. Every few steps, she broke through the crust and sank up to her knee in the powder below. Ice fringed the visor of her helmet and clung to her suit. Yet again, she cursed the frigid moon and the events that had brought her here. 

Her boot slipped on a patch of solid ice and she stopped to regain her balance. Suppressing a shiver, she glanced up at the planet hanging overhead, its night side covered with traceries of blue phosphorescence. There were volcanoes on that planet, little havens of warmth, possibly even life.

A change in the sky ahead caught her attention, and she frowned. Great clouds billowed over the horizon, rushing towards her. She shifted the weight of the makeshift sack she carried and picked up her pace, but she knew she wouldn’t make it in time.

Minutes later, the first gusts of the storm swept around her, turning the view into a sleeting mess of white. An incessant howl drowned out even the whirring of the fans in her helmet. Crouching on one knee, her back to the wind, she wiped snow off the control panel on her forearm. A few taps, and an orange beacon lit in her visor’s display. With a growl, she pushed herself up onto her feet and trudged onwards, leaning into the wind and clutching her sack under one arm.

After an age following the beacon, a stark angular shape broke through the blizzard. Rime coated one side of the object, and it was mostly buried in snow, but there was no mistaking it for anything natural. It took her a few moments to locate a slender pole sticking out of the snow to one side. She dropped to her knees and dug with her hands, breaking through into a tunnel. Kicking and scrabbling, she slid into the hole. The wind cut out, leaving her in blissful peace. Summoning up reserves of strength, she shovelled snow back to block the entrance. On her hands and knees, she crawled through the icy, blue passage until she came to a ladder. She pushed the sack through the metal hatch at the top then hauled herself up after it. With leaden arms, she cranked shut the hatch, then collapsed on the floor. The snow caking her suit evaporated and warmth seeped into her bones. Only the loud hissing of the airlock cycling stopped her falling asleep there and then.

A beep and a green light announced that the air was good. She sat up and cracked the seal on her collar, the lingering odour of methane that swept in no longer triggering a gag reflex as it had the first few times she’d made these trips. Both hands lifted the helmet off her head, and she shook free her turquoise hair. She reached out and flipped the sack open. A smile cracked her azure lips as she pulled out handfuls of cables.
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Flight Decurion Seivers checked the emergency power feed as she entered the empty crew-room. The reserves were far too low, but at least the trickle to the AI core was still enough. If Percy was still in there, he’d be OK. Her own life support wouldn’t last more than another few days, however.

A glance back to check her suit was recharging in its alcove, and she sealed the corridor that doubled as an airlock. As had become custom, she stroked the head of the Hail Mary that stood on its tripod just inside the hatch. The small nuclear warhead was configured to give off an immense electromagnetic pulse that would easily be pinpointed from space. The nickname came from marines who saw them as a last resort signal for help before being overrun.

She crossed the room, studiously avoiding looking at the sleeping quarters aft, and crouched underneath a patched-up section of the hull. As she removed an access panel at floor-level, she shuddered, remembering those first few hours after landing, welding any spare bits of metal she could find over the holes made by Nameric railgun rounds. 

Seivers removed a torch clipped to the panel and slipped it onto her head before lying back and pulling herself into the tiny chamber beyond. As one of the primary power distribution hubs, the walls had once been covered in an ordered chaos of cables and routing boxes. A massive overload during the battle had changed that, though at least the loss of atmosphere had prevented a major fire. Blackened shapes revealed where Seivers had stripped out the charred remains. Here and there, a serviceable component from some minor system stood out, repurposed to get basic life support going again.

She pulled the cables out of her sack. Finding the weapons pod, with its trove of intact components, had been the biggest break she’d had in the weeks she’d been marooned on this desolate moon. There was debris spread in a long line where she’d come down, mostly junk, but the weapons pod had broken off shortly after atmospheric insertion.

Seivers shook her head to try to clear some of the exhaustion and ran her finger along the wiring diagram she’d sketched on the bulkhead. Gingerly, she connected several cables to a routing box, then to ports on the opposite wall. They hung across the chamber, too short to follow the neat routes of their predecessors round the edges. Three times she checked the connections against the diagram before throwing the switch.

After a few seconds watching the cables, expecting a spark or a tendril of smoke to reveal another blow to her progress, she pushed herself back out into the crew-room. A tap on the nearest control panel revealed the power flows. Seivers stared at the display, waiting for it to refresh. The screen flickered. She whooped and thrust two fists in the air. Power was flowing into the reserves, not out of them. Only a tiny amount, but reversing the decline was enough to celebrate. When the storm passed and the sun came out, the hull would be able to absorb energy at a much greater rate. She let the glow of success sink in. The heating and air scrubbers would continue to function. She’d given herself another three weeks to find a way off the moon. Three weeks before her rations ran out.

She deserved a treat. With legs suddenly leaden, she dragged herself to her cabin and collapsed into her cot without setting an alarm. She was asleep within seconds.
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Seivers woke with a start. She blinked, trying to work out what had roused her.

Beep.

She frowned; the noise was familiar but she couldn’t place it. If it had been something dangerous, it would have been a clear alarm, but this was a gentle, albeit insistent, prod.

Beep.

The noise came from the terminal across the cabin. A soft red light glowed in the corner.

Realisation dawned and she leapt out of bed. There were messages in her queue. The power levels must have risen enough to enable the comms array. Breathless, she scanned through the headers. If there was a ship in orbit...

Her heart sank. There was no ship. The messages were mostly unopened ones from before the battle. There was one from today, an automated status update from the distress buoy they’d dropped when the battle started. At least it was still there. If any friendly ships broadcast their IFF in the system, it would let them know about the attack on the convoy. Legion ships should have started retracing the convoy’s route when they realised it was overdue.

Something stirred in her exhaustion-fogged mind. Something was wrong about the message. She concentrated, trying to get it to surface.

It shouldn’t be there. There shouldn’t be a message from the buoy. It only transmits when it’s queried, to prevent enemy ships locating it.

She tapped through menus, pulling up the strike-fighter’s comms log. A query had been sent when the system initialised. She made sure no more were scheduled then collapsed back onto her cot. If the buoy picked up the transmission, then if there were still Nameric ships in the system, they could have done too. Would being picked up by the enemy be better or worse than dying here?
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Captain Lusimi strode onto the bridge of the Iron Fox. “What’ve you got for me, Lieutenant?”

The watch officer tapped a few commands into his console and data appeared on the main screen, overlaying the image of the planet below. “I think we’ve found the last ship.”

Lusimi studied the information from a scout drone. “Looks like you might be right, Gartch. Thank you, I’ll take it from here.”

Gartch stood and made way for the captain to occupy the command chair. “You have the bridge.”

Lusimi logged in. “I have the bridge.”

The enemy had trespassed on a Protected System. The law said they must all be hunted down to prevent word of what’s there spreading. For hundreds of years, his people had defended the ancient sites, prevented all intrusions. This enemy was the strongest they’d ever met. By the Guardians, even that little mossie of a ship had stung them badly. The Protector had been angry at the captains who’d turned back to help, losing track of one of the enemy freighters in the process, but Lusimi was secretly grateful, even though it hadn’t ultimately been necessary. If you couldn’t rely on your comrades out here in the black, there was no hope. Besides, they had the freighter now.
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