
  
    [image: Wanderer - Paradox]
  


  
    
      WANDERER - PARADOX

      
        WANDERER’S ODYSSEY

        BOOK 9

      

    

    
      
        SIMON GOODSON

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 Simon Goodson

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Editor: Susan Mullan

      Beta Readers: See www.simongoodson.com/beta-readers

      Cover image © 2023 Susan Mullan

      First Published 8th September 2023.

      Published by Dark Soul Publishing Ltd

      v20250702

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      www.simongoodson.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Also by Simon Goodson

      

      
        Get your free starter library…

      

    

    
      
        
          I. Secrets and Revelations

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

      
        
          II. Captivity & Freedom

        

        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

      
        
          III. Rescue & Danger

        

        
          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

        

      

      
        
          IV. Unravelling

        

        
          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

        

      

      
        
          V. Flight

        

        
          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

        

      

      
        
          VI. The Farms

        

        
          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

        

      

      
        
          VII. Hunting

        

        
          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Chapter 41

          

          
            Chapter 42

          

          
            Chapter 43

          

          
            Chapter 44

          

          
            Chapter 45

          

          
            Chapter 46

          

          
            Chapter 47

          

          
            Chapter 48

          

          
            Chapter 49

          

        

      

      
        
          VIII. Rescue

        

        
          
            Chapter 50

          

          
            Chapter 51

          

          
            Chapter 52

          

          
            Chapter 53

          

          
            Chapter 54

          

          
            Chapter 55

          

          
            Chapter 56

          

          
            Chapter 57

          

          
            Chapter 58

          

          
            Chapter 59

          

        

      

    

    
      
        The story continues!

      

      
        Read the first chapter from Book Ten

      

      
        Get Book ten now…

      

      
        Get your free starter library…

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY SIMON GOODSON

          

        

      

    

    
      Wanderer’s Odyssey

      Wanderer's Escape

      Wanderer - Echoes of the Past

      Wanderer - Tainted Universe

      Wanderer - Origins

      Wanderer - Extinction

      Wanderer - Salvation

      Wanderer - Millennium

      Wanderer - Deception

      Wanderer - Paradox

      Wanderer - Rebellion

      

      Tagrale Universe

      Tagrale - Gateway to the Stars

      Tagrale - Desolate Stars

      

      Hellfire Universe

      Hellfire - Treachery

      Hellfire - Tyranny

      Hellfire - Autonomy

      

      Dark Soul Chronicles

      Dark Soul - Silenced (Parts 1 & 2)

      Dark Soul Disrupted

      

      Short Story Collections

      Last Sunrise & Other Stories

      Tales From the Starflare Universe & Beyond

      SciFi Shorts - Collection One

      SciFi Shorts - Collection Two

      SciFi Shorts - Collection Three

      Weirdly Normal - Collection 1

      Agatha Blunt, Accidental Space Explorer

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Grab your Simon Goodson Starter Library right now - just click this link to get four novels & six short stories absolutely free…

        www.simongoodson.com/subscribe

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Get your free Simon Goodson Starter Library.  Four books & Six short stories.]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      For Andy & Emma, for keeping going when so many others would have crumpled.  For not giving up when having to fight tooth and nail for support your family should have without even needing to ask.  And for still spending time worrying about others while all that’s going on.

      

      For my nephew William, who must be a world record holder in trips to hospital with the blue lights on added to the number of nurses and doctors charmed.  For that smile that warms everyone’s hearts, for the amazing hugs, and for being such an incredible fighter and still being here with us.

      

      And for my nephew Eli, bundle of energy and happiness who takes everything happening with William in his stride.  Eli who knows exactly what he wants and won’t take no for an answer.  Unless he sees a tractor.  Then all bets are off!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            PART I

          

          
            SECRETS AND REVELATIONS

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      “Come on!  On your feet!” shouted Tarkus.  “We need to get you down to the medical scanners.”

      Kaira blinked up at him.  He was pulling on her arm, encouraging her to get off the floor where she’d been sprawled.  She frowned as she climbed to her feet, struggling to catch up with everything that had happened over the last few minutes.

      “Why the rush?” she asked.  “You heard the Doctor’s message.  He said the fact I’m still alive means I’m safe.  That all the devices inside me are gone.”

      “It means that’s what he thought must have happened if you lived to hear the message,” said Tarkus.  “But he can’t have been certain.  Those devices are incredibly nasty and they replicate far too fast for my liking.  If there are any left in you they’ll begin multiplying almost immediately.  If he has only destroyed most of them, the tricks I was using to keep them under control should be enough to get rid of those that are left.  But we have to hurry.”

      She was on her feet, feeling a little wobbly but otherwise fine.  She’d barely got her balance before Tarkus was tugging her out of the flight deck, then down the stairs to the lower level of his starship, the Glimmer.  Kaira stumbled slightly, nearly losing her footing, but Tarkus stopped her from tumbling down the stairs.

      “You think some of the devices are left?” she asked, his words starting to hit home.

      “I don’t know.  I hope not.  But if there are then every second counts.”

      They reached the bottom of the steps.  Tarkus pulled her down the corridor and into the medical room where she’d spent far too much time recently.  She half climbed onto the bed, was half shoved onto it by Tarkus.  Then he was strapping devices onto her and firing up the machines.

      “Luckily they’re all still calibrated for you and those devices,” he said.  “If there are many left we should know in about twenty seconds.  If the bloody things really are all gone it’ll take a few minutes to absolutely confirm that.”

      Kaira lay back on the raised bed, her eyes glued to the displays.  She had no real idea what the readouts meant, but she knew a lot of red would be a bad thing.

      The seconds ticked down agonisingly slowly.  Kaira glanced towards Tarkus and saw his face scrunched up in concentration.  She couldn’t read him, couldn’t tell whether the news was good or bad.  Then again, with what he’d told her just before she’d lost consciousness for what she’d expected to be the last time, she wasn’t sure she really knew him at all.

      “The results are clear so far,” said Tarkus finally.  “If there are any devices left, there aren’t many.  We need to leave the scans running, but the longer they go before finding anything the more likely we can mop up any devices that are left.  I don’t want to get your hopes up, but I think the doctor might just have pulled it off.  At least well enough that we can finish the job.”

      Kaira found it hard to focus.  Too many things had hit at once.  First, fading into what she’d thought would be death.  Then waking up and hearing the recorded message from the doctor suggesting not only that she wasn’t about to die, but that he’d managed to cure her.  Then Tarkus telling her she might not be completely cured.  And then him saying a complete cure might still be possible.  The whiplash reversals were making her head spin.

      “Still nothing,” said Tarkus after another minute or so.

      “What are we looking at?” asked Kaira.

      “Mostly this line here, and this number here.  If the line starts to climb and the number goes red, that’s a bad sign.  If it climbs but numbers don’t spike to red that’s not good, but it’s not so bad.”

      Kaira stared intently at the screen.  Everything else in her head could wait.  For the moment, this was all that mattered.  She had to be clear of the devices.  After everything she’d been through, the ups and downs, she wasn’t sure she could face worrying again about the devices in her body destroying her.  She might end up begging Tarkus to just let her slip away.

      Twice now she’d felt the devices go into full activation, felt them start to tear her body apart from the inside.  Twice she had fallen unconscious as they did.  And twice she’d woken again despite never expecting to.  She couldn’t go through that a third time.

      Time passed.  Kaira had no idea how much.  She just kept watching the display, eyes locked on the line which never elevated, and the number which never moved from zero.

      Finally Tarkus leaned forward, his hands moving over the controls as he brought up screen after screen of information which meant nothing to her.  Then he looked up, a smile on his face.

      “Nothing,” he said.  “It’s been nearly ten minutes now.  If there was even a single one of those devices still active within your body we would have detected it.  Even if just one was there and dormant some of the scans would have spotted it.  The doctor did it.  You’re cured, Kaira!  You have a life ahead of you again!”

      Tears welled up in Kaira’s eyes at the news.  She thought Tarkus might have been a little misty eyed too, though it was impossible to tell through her own tears.  They rolled down her face as she just lay there on the part-raised bed.  Half stunned.  Half disbelieving.

      Finally she spoke.  “That’s it? The devices will never activate again?”

      Tarkus started removing the sensors from her body and her head.

      “There are no devices in you any more.  There’s nothing to activate.  I have to give it to the doctor, he’s a damn genius.  And I wish him luck wherever he ends up.”

      “Me too.  I never thought… I never imagined surviving.  Not after we realised the Corporation wanted us dead and there was no way they’d honour their side of our bargain and cure me.”

      “Screw the Corporation!  And we will.  We have enough data to disprove their lies about the doctor.  As soon as we get away from the area of space they control we can let the truth out where it will spread.  It should be easy to do that and then escape before they can come after us.  Jump space is so disrupted these days we’ll easily outrun anyone they might send after us.”

      Kaira felt her body gasp as other recent events slammed back into her mind again.  Her eyes went wide and she stared at Tarkus.

      “Jump space is so messed up because of what you did, isn’t it?” she asked.

      “Me? What did I do?”

      “You… you’re the one who caused all the disruption.”

      “All right, maybe you aren’t quite as well as I thought.  We need to do a scan for any trauma.  Jump space has been disrupted like that for a thousand years.  I know I’m old, but I’m nowhere near that old.”

      Kaira frowned.  She vividly remembered what had happened just before she died… well, before she’d been overwhelmed by pain and thought she was about to die.

      She’d thought they were both about to die.  Her actions had sent the Glimmer heading on a direct path towards a star, Corporation ships right on its heels.  If they’d dropped out of jump space to change course those ships would easily have destroyed the Glimmer.

      But if they didn’t… flying into the sun would have been just as sure a way to end their lives.  Though for Kaira it was a race between that and the devices killing her from the inside.

      Then Tarkus had done something with the Glimmer that no ship had ever been able to do.  No ship other than one very famous ship.  The Glimmer had changed its course within jump space without having to drop into normal space.  The only other ship capable of that had been the mighty Wanderer.

      And at that point Tarkus had told her the Glimmer was not the Wanderer… but that the Wanderer was on board the Glimmer.  Or its remains were, at least.

      And that had another immense implication… that the man she’d always known as Tarkus had actually at one time been known as Jess.  Jess who saved the universe.  Jess who defeated the Taint, Imperial forces, and the Limited.  Jess who had caused immense disruption to jump space in the process.

      “You told me,” she said.  “About the Wanderer and the Glimmer.  About you.”

      “I don’t know exactly what the doctor did to your body to purge the devices, but he did say they were activated in their final, fatal, mode to do so.  It sounds like you had some sort of hallucination.”

      “Hallucination? But it… no!  It felt so real!”

      “I’m sure it did.  There are definitely signs of chemicals in your brain which would suggest it was firing in some very strange ways.  I don’t know what you think I told you about the Wanderer, but it wasn’t real.  The Wanderer has been gone for a thousand years.  Jess too.”

      Kaira frowned, then shook her head sharply.

      “No! No way! Not this time.  Last time you saved me when the devices activated I remember the ship flying itself, and you telling the bastards trying to kill us that they’d upset your wife.  I believed you that time when you told me it was all a hallucination.  Not this time.”

      “That just shows that there’s elements of delusion when the devices go into their final killing spree.  It’s probably a defensive mechanism of your brain to stop you having to face the horror of what’s really happening.”

      “That’s what you said last time.  I don’t believe it.  Not this time.”

      “You’ve been through one hell of a trauma, Kaira.  You should rest for a little while.  Stay in here and…”

      “Bullshit!” she interrupted.  “I feel better than I have in weeks! I know what you told me.  You told me the Wanderer is on board this ship.  That means you must be Jess.”

      “Me? Jess? I’m about nine-hundred and seventy years too young!”

      “I don’t know how you managed it, but I know what happened.  I know what I saw.  If you’re not Jess and the Wanderer wasn’t involved somehow then how did we escape being destroyed or flying into the sun?”

      “By damn good flying! I left transitioning from jump space back to normal space as late as I could.  There were major alarms going off the whole five minutes it took to charge the jump engine.  The ship was not happy!

      “I kept expecting the ships chasing us to arrive, but they didn’t.  They must have given up the chase before then.  Decided we were guaranteed to be destroyed and they didn’t want to go the same way.  We almost were.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      Kaira pushed herself up and swung herself off the bed.  She walked past Tarkus and headed for the doors.

      “I wasn’t imagining it.  I know what happened,” she said.

      ‘I don’t know what to say,” said Tarkus, following after.  “How can I prove a negative?”

      Kaira marched down the corridor to the entrance to the staircase, then pointed to the wall behind it.

      “Tell me what’s behind there.  I know there’s a space hidden away there.  It continues up to the deck above.  I first noticed it when I was in the kitchen.  I thought maybe you used the space for smuggling but that’s not it, is it? That’s part of where the Wanderer is integrated into the ship, isn’t it?”

      “I keep telling you, the Glimmer is not the Wanderer.”

      “I know.  That’s a completely accurate statement, and completely misleading.  The Glimmer isn’t the Wanderer.  But the Wanderer is on board the Glimmer.  That’s why you’re so good at navigating areas of jump space no one else can.  You’ve got an advantage no one else has.  Even if you are a great pilot, you also have the abilities of the Wanderer.”

      “This is ridiculous! I don’t know how you got this idea in your head, but it’s completely wrong.”

      “Really?  Alright then, show me your cabin.”

      “What?”

      “Show me your cabin.  Show me what you’ve got hidden away behind two security doors.”

      “No! No one goes in there.  That space is mine.  Mine and my wife’s.”

      “Your dead wife?  Your wife who’s been dead for ten years?”

      “Yes! And you don’t have to remind me!”

      “The wife who also somehow saved us.  The wife who was able to fly this ship.”

      “No! I told you, you were just hallucinating.  That’s not what happened.”

      “Dammit!  Of course!  That’s how you did it!”

      “I did what?”

      “How you got the slave collar off.  I should have known.  That’s how it all started, isn’t it? That’s where the legend of Jess and the Wanderer begins.  Jess coming on board the Wanderer and the ship destroying the slave collar he was wearing.  No wonder you found it so easy to remove the collar I tricked you into wearing.  The Wanderer helped you.”

      “There’s just a knack to removing them.  A built-in safety device, buried deep in the plans.  If you know about it, you can get out of it.”

      “Bullshit.  Everything you’re coming out with is pure bullshit.”

      “What can I do to prove I’m telling the truth?”

      “I told you.  Let me see inside your cabin.  Let me see what’s behind the sections of wall which no room leads into.”

      “That’s just parts of the Glimmer.  There’s an awful lot of the ship you don’t see, as well as the parts you do.”

      “What happens if you need go get to those parts? Where is the access panel for them?”

      “It’s… it’s…”

      “You see! You don’t know!  I can see there’s no access panel.  If you had something you needed to hide on the ship… well, that’s exactly where you’d put it.”

      “Damn the stars.  This is ridiculous!”

      “That’s the first sensible thing you’ve said.  It is ridiculous.  And yet it’s still all true.  I know it is.”

      “How many times have I told you, Jess is never coming back.  Or the Wanderer.  They were destroyed saving the universe when they put a stop to the Limited.”

      “You lied.  That’s how you know so much about Jess and the Wanderer.  Studying history?  Rubbish! You know about it because you lived it.  It was your life.”

      “This is just stupid.  I’m not arguing.  The scans say you seem to be okay, with the possible exception of some very strange ideas having settled into your head.  I’m going to leave you to it.  I’m heading to my cabin.  See you in a few hours when, hopefully, you’ll have worked this out of your system.”

      He turned and headed towards the stairs.

      “Jess!” she shouted.

      He didn’t even react, just kept walking.  He stamped his way out into the corridor and up the stairs.

      Fine!  So he didn’t react to the name he hadn’t been called in… well, a thousand years.  That proved nothing.  He was Jess.  She knew that.  And one way or another, she was going to find a way to prove it.
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      Kaira stood outside Tarkus’s cabin, glaring at the security door.  She was half tempted to take off a boot and hammer on it, but she had a feeling this time no matter how many times she tried he wasn’t going to open the door.  He’d all but run away from her, and she was mostly certain that was because her accusations were close to the mark.

      Yet… there was still a small part of her that wondered whether Tarkus was right, whether she had been suffering from some strange hallucination.

      Suffering from it twice? Well… maybe.  Each time she had been in the final stages of having her body destroyed by the devices infesting it.  Could they have brought on the strange hallucinations?

      But then, why those particular thoughts? Not that the Glimmer was the Wanderer, she could almost understand that, but that the Wanderer was hidden on board the Glimmer somehow.  That Tarkus was actually Jess, not someone who had inherited the Wanderer eventually.  And where on earth had the thought come from in the first hallucination that Tarkus’s dead wife had taken control of the Glimmer to save them both?

      A chill ran down her spine as she put two and two together.  If she was right that Tarkus was Jess, then didn’t that mean his wife would have been Ali? And if so, could there be some way in which she was still able to influence the ship even after she died?

      She wracked her brains, trying to remember if Tarkus had ever given his wife’s name.  She didn’t think he had, but that was hardly conclusive.  Maybe mentioning her name would just be too painful.  After all, he’d lost her in an accident.  It sounded like it had been pretty traumatic, especially considering the burns on his arm.

      Finally, shoulders slumped, she turned away from the security door.  She entered the flight deck, hoping the mists of jump space would settle her mind.  She hesitated when she reached the front two seats… and after a few moments took the seat on the right.  Tarkus’s seat.  The pilot’s seat.  One he had allowed her to take a number of times now.

      Rather than staring at the mesmerising mists of jump space as the ship ploughed through them, she found herself bringing up some of the systems Tarkus had trained her how to use.  None of those would answer the questions she had, but she knew how to get from those into the help and guidance areas.  And from there she might be able to find what she needed.

      If not… well, at least it would distract her from all her questions.  For a while.
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      Tarkus sat on the bed in his cabin.  The room was simply decorated and fairly empty, except for nearly a dozen shelves holding knick-knacks and reminders of times he and his wife had spent together.  Places they had visited.  He saw none of them now.  He just sat there, massaging his head with his hands.

      “What did you think would happen, you old fool?” he asked himself.  “Haven’t you learnt by now? If you take someone on, you end up caring for them.  When you care for someone you open up the door to getting hurt.  You do things you’d never do otherwise.  Dammit!”

      “I hope you don’t feel like that about everyone you took on!”

      The voice was soft, gentle.  Tarkus’s head jerked up.

      “I thought you were resting,” he said, speaking to the room.  He realised he hadn’t checked, just assumed.

      “With all the excitement recently? Fat chance!”

      The voice came from the room itself rather than a person, but Tarkus was more than used to that.

      “You’ll tire yourself out if you do too much,” he said, his voice gentle.  “You know that.”

      “I also know I’d miss all the fun if I always kept to my rest schedules.”

      “I just worry you’ll do too much and end up hurting yourself.”

      “I think I’m beyond hurting myself, don’t you?”

      “No.  And you know you’re not as well.”

      “Maybe.  So, are you regretting letting Kaira on board now?”

      “I hardly let her on board! She stowed away!”

      “Only the first time.  And it didn’t exactly take you long to figure out someone was on board even then.  Then you offered to help her when she was safely off the ship.”

      “She needed help to save her brother.”

      “A brother who turned out not to exist.”

      “I know.  And I know why she lied to me.  I know what was being held over her.”

      “True.  But you didn’t at the time.”

      “Come on, when could I possibly have dumped her off?  When I found her in the bar after her brother had been kidnapped?  Or at least that’s what I believed then.  You know I couldn’t.  And after that? One thing led to another.  There was never a time I could just walk away from her.”

      “Maybe.”  Once again it was more statement than agreement.  “And now she thinks she knows who you are.”

      “She doesn’t know anything.  In a little time I’ll have convinced her it was all just a hallucination.”

      “You did that the first time.  You think she’ll believe it’s happened twice?”

      “Maybe if you hadn’t been quite so enthusiastic in saving us the first time I’d have had less to explain away.”

      “Me? You’re the one who mentioned it was me in control of the ship in her hearing.  If you hadn’t done that I’m sure you could have come up with a better excuse, something about leaving the ship on automatic or being remotely controlled.  Now all the little strands are going to catch at her attention.  She’s not going to be easy to convince.”

      “What other options do I have?”

      “You could tell her the truth.  If she’s jumping to half-truths anyway, why not just be honest with her.”

      “And then what?”

      “You trust her.  You’ve trusted her with your life more than once now.  Why not trust her some more?”

      “Because now I’d be trusting her with your life.  I’m not sure that’s something I can do.”

      “Oh my Tarkus… I’m not sure you’re going to have any choice!”
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      Tarkus reappeared four hours later.  By that time Kaira had finished what she was doing on the flight deck, been to the kitchen to eat and drink, and then made her way back to the flight deck.  This time she’d avoided the pilot’s seat and sat on the left.  Then she’d sat there, staring at the mists of jump space as they flowed past… and thinking.

      Kaira heard Tarkus’s cabin door open, but didn’t look around at his heavy footsteps as he entered the flight deck.

      “Transition in ten minutes,” he grunted.

      He settled into the pilot’s seat and started running through his checks.  Kaira sat quietly, not saying a word.  Letting him concentrate on the details of their next break from jump space.  Restarting the argument from earlier wouldn’t do her any good.  Not right then.

      She went back to studying the electric blue mists.  They felt like familiar friends now.  She’d been seeing them for so long, or at least it felt like it.  In fact it wasn’t that long at all, only a matter of months since she’d stowed away on board the Glimmer.  But so much had happened it felt much longer.

      As often happened, she lost track of time whilst watching the mists.  Then, without warning, Tarkus activated the controls and the Glimmer started to grind and shake its way back into normal space.  It wasn’t a particularly rough transition, but it certainly wasn’t smooth either.

      Within a minute they were firmly back in real space and Tarkus was running through more checks.  The jump engines needed five minutes to recharge, but there was plenty Tarkus needed to check to be sure it would be safe to transition back to jump space.  Kaira sat patiently.  It wasn’t time to speak to Tarkus.  Not quite yet.

      Almost as soon as the engines had charged Tarkus activated the controls and the Glimmer dragged itself back into jump space.  The transition was once again rough without being extreme, and the Glimmer had no difficulty completing the manoeuvre.  While Tarkus was still running through the post jump checks, Kaira finally broke the silence.

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      Tarkus paused in his checks and glanced at her.

      “Nowhere.  Well, no specific destination.  I’ve mapped out a week’s worth of travel which will keep us moving without ever taking us particularly close to a station or system.  We’ve got plenty of supplies and nowhere specific to go.  I want to put some space between us and the Pradagrash Corporation’s information network.  That means not only not stopping anywhere, but also trying to avoid going anywhere other ships might spot us.”

      “That makes sense, I guess.  Then what? Do we just keep running forever?”

      She held her breath, waiting for his answer.  She was starting to worry he’d dump her off the ship the first chance he got.  But he nodded.

      “That’s about it.  For a good long while.  The universe is a very big place.  Strangely, all the disruption now makes it seem bigger… or at least it makes travel times longer.  We might well be able to travel for five or ten years in roughly one direction without ever running out of places to go.”

      “About… about before.  I’m sorry.  I think you were right.  I was hallucinating.  Like you said, I’ve been a bit too obsessed with the thought that Jess and the Wanderer might come back and help me.  Yet you’re the one who actually rescued me.  It’s not that surprising I got the two of you mixed up in a hallucination.”

      Tarkus stopped again, tapping his hand on the console but not looking her way.

      “No, it’s not surprising,” he said.  “With the weird things those devices were doing to your body and mind, and the effects of whatever the doctor did to save you, it’d be a miracle if you hadn’t imagined some weird things.”

      “I know.  It’s… it’s kind of embarrassing to think of it.  I mean, how could you possibly be Jess? Like you said, he must have been dead for over nine hundred years.  You aren’t quite that old.”

      “Ha! Wait till you get to my age and see if you still think it’s old.”

      “That’s a very long time to wait!”

      Tarkus looked at her and actually smiled.

      “It goes much more quickly than you think it will,” he said.

      “I am worried about the Glimmer, though,” said Kaira.

      “Why? She seems to be holding together.  There’s not been any alerts.”

      “No, but there’s definitely something wrong with the navigation systems.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with them! I check them before and after each jump.”

      “But some of the readings are off!  Look, let me show you…”

      She reached over and pressed an icon which she had already linked to bring up certain displays.  They came up on the screen in front of Tarkus, one of those she could see from where she sat, and she pointed.

      “You see? There’s something wrong with the navigation system.  When we were being chased we went into jump space here, and the systems don’t show us exiting until here.  But this bit here shows us turning.  In jump space.  Which is, of course, impossible.  So something is wrong with the systems.”

      “Yeah… I told you, when we came out in the outer regions of the sun the ship was under a lot of strain.  An incredible amount.  That must have messed up navigation systems at the time, but they’re checking out fine now.”

      “What’s strange, though, is it doesn’t look like we got that close to the sun.  Also, the records of the hull temperature don’t show any signs of us being anywhere near a source of great heat.”

      “What? How do you…”

      “I just extrapolated from what you’d already taught me.  Don’t you think it’s strange that both the temperature sensors and the navigation system seem to have had issues?  And at the same time.”

      She kept her voice level but her heart was racing, and her eyes searched Tarkus’s face for any sign of… of what she wasn’t even sure.

      “Well…  like I said… it’s down to the extreme heat.”

      “It must have got pretty hot even inside the ship!”

      “It was pretty unpleasant, yes.”

      “Yet the internal sensors show no signs of a rise in heat.  None at all.  They don’t have gaps, they just show… well, something different than you’re telling me.  Which makes me think something different happened.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like… maybe the Glimmer did turn in jump space.”

      “You know that’s impossible.”

      “I know you’ve always told me it’s impossible.  So it seems the Glimmer has done something impossible.  I wonder how.”

      “Oh for star’s sake! You’re back on that, aren’t you?”

      “Back on what?”

      “Back on being convinced that the Wanderer is on board the Glimmer.  And that I’m Jess.”

      “Oh no, I don’t think you’re Jess.  That’s not possible.”

      “That’s what I keep telling you!”

      “But what could be possible is that the Wanderer is on board the Glimmer.  Or maybe it’s not the Wanderer.  Maybe you have some other trick that allows you to do things no one else can in jump space.  You made the ship turn without leaving jump space.  I’m certain of that.  And I really don’t appreciate you trying to make me think I’m cracking up just because I’ve seen the truth.”

      There was a long silence, then Tarkus sighed.

      “All right,” he said.  “There is something special about the Glimmer.  No, it’s not the Wanderer.  No, the Wanderer is not hidden away on board.  And no, I am definitely not Jess.  But… there is something unusual about the ship.  It does have the ability to use jump space in ways most ships can’t.  And that includes, occasionally, allowing me to adjust its direction in jump space.  It doesn’t work very well, and every time I use it I don’t know if the ship is going to rip itself apart.  I didn’t know if it would this time… but it didn’t.  That’s only the third time I’ve risked using it.”

      “Has it always been able to do that?”

      “Ever since my wife and I patched it up.  The first time it happened we thought we were cracking up.  There was no way the ship should be able to change direction in jump space, yet there it was, plain as day, changing direction.  Not that we actually wanted it to that time.”

      “You said you found the ship derelict.  How do you know it’s not the Wanderer?”

      Tarkus shrugged.  “Because it can’t do at least ninety-five percent of what the Wanderer could do.  There was far more to the Wanderer than its ability to change direction in jump space.  The Glimmer has none of that.  I’m sure if we’d really stumbled on the Wanderer somehow we’d have seen evidence of that.”

      “So you’re really not Jess?” Kaira asked, now knowing the answer was no.

      Tarkus laughed and shook his head.

      “No.  I’m not Jess.”

      Kaira found she was slightly disappointed.  But at least Tarkus was now starting to open up.

      “And your wife wasn’t Ali?”

      “No, my wife was not called Ali.  Her name was Soraya.  The reason I don’t use her name most of the time is… well, because it’s too painful.”

      “And it wasn’t your wife that saved us back at Crasant?”

      “My wife is dead.  She died in a horrific accident.  I tried to save her, that’s how I got the scars on my arm.  But I was too late.  Nothing could save her.  She died in my arms, holding my hand.  And it…”

      He broke off for a few moments, then shook his head.

      “I nearly died that same day.  I came close to choosing to just stop.  For quite a while I wasn’t really living.  It’s been a long time, but it still hurts like hell.”

      Kaira felt like shrinking into the seat.  It was the first time he’d truly spoken about what had happened to his wife, and the pain in his voice tore at her.

      “I’m sorry,” she said quietly.  “So many strange things have happened, and then there were the hallucinations.  My mind seems to have mixed up what happened with a big dose of things that didn’t.”

      “I don’t blame you.  You’ve been through a hell of a lot too.  But it’s hard when you start throwing around suggestions that my wife is still alive.  It shoves the fact she isn’t into my face.”

      “I’m sorry.  Really I am.  So what happened back on Crasant?”

      “I didn’t like what I was seeing when we went in.  I coded up some automated responses.  Unfortunately the bastards got the drop on us and none of the triggers I’d setup were fired.  But you rescued me, we got closer to the ship, and we got pinned down.  That matched one of the scenarios I’d setup… and the ship did its thing.”

      Kaira nodded.  It made sense.  A lot more sense than the fever dreams she’d been having.

      “I… I think I need to go rest,” she said.  “I feel absolutely wiped out.”

      “Take your time.  We have another thirteen hours before the next transition.  Get some rest.  After everything you’ve been through, you need it.”

      Kaira pushed herself up, and headed for the exit from the flight deck.  Her mind was spinning from the things Tarkus had revealed to her, from everything she’d been through recently, and from the fact she now had a future again.

      She made her way out and the door shut behind her.  Just before it closed she almost thought she heard a voice which was definitely not Tarkus’s.  She shook her head.  She was so tired she was imagining things.

      She headed down the stairs, holding on carefully to the rail, and then across the corridor into her cabin.  She hadn’t realised how exhausted she felt until she sat on the bed to pull off her boots.  She just managed to get the second off before she fell back on the bed, her head spinning, and she tumbled down into chaotic dreams.
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      Kaira woke groggily, her brain slowly finding its way back to consciousness.  Finally she sat up, then groaned as her head threatened to explode.  Recent events burst into her consciousness making her feel even worse.

      Had any of that been real? Had she actually been saved from the devices that had been infecting her? She certainly felt better, other than the way her head felt.  But was that just because of the dream?

      She forced herself up, washed her face to refresh herself, put her boots back on, and headed out the door and up the stairs.  The flight deck was closed, but opened to her touch.  Tarkus wasn’t there.  She checked the time, and the date.  Unless her brain was completely screwed up, enough time had passed that the devices would have killed her if they were still active in her body.  So did that mean she was safe?  Or that her mind was mush?

      She moved forward and sat in the pilot’s chair, then started to bring up the information she had before, fumbling her way through half-familiar screens.  She looked at the location data, tracking where the Glimmer thought it was during their escape from the Corporation ships.  What she saw made her heart drop.  A course which headed extremely close to the star, where it dropped into normal space for a short time before heading off on a new course.

      Just like Tarkus had said.  At least… just like he’d said at first.  Hadn’t he admitted to the Glimmer’s changing course?  Or had that been a hallucination too?  She remembered searching for this information but finding something different.  Did that mean she’d not only hallucinated it happening, but had hallucinated herself finding information proving it had happened?

      Then she checked the temperature sensors, external and internal.  They all showed what she would have expected if the ship had travelled close to a star.  High temperatures, worryingly high, and even some dropouts in the readings.  Which was not what she remembered seeing before.  Did that mean Tarkus had changed them?

      She shook her head.  Now she was getting truly paranoid.  When would this end? When she completely lost her sanity and doubted every single thing Tarkus had ever told her?  That could only lead to a downward spiral into total insanity.

      How much of what she remembered was real, and how much was just dreams or hallucinations?  She couldn’t tell.  That was terrifying.  She couldn’t be sure what was real any more, she didn’t know how much of her memory she could trust.

      She stood up again and made her way back to the kitchen.  She needed coffee.  It wouldn’t fix anything, but she damn well needed it.  Coffee but definitely no food.

      She made her drink then sat on the sofa, staring at nothing.  Trying to untangle the thoughts and memories in her mind.  Which was more likely? That Tarkus had gone in and changed all the data, or that she’d imagined it all.  Hallucinated it.  Her head felt heavy and she had no idea what memories were real any more.  And she had no idea how to even start to find the truth.
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        * * *

      

      Tarkus woke up and stretched.  His eyes went to an indicator on the wall, and he smiled as he saw it was green.  He reached for the headset by his bed, one which would allow him to hook into a virtual world… and no longer be alone.

      “Not right now, my Tarkus,” came a voice in the room.

      Tarkus paused, frowning.  “Why not?  You’ve had a good rest and you’re awake now.”

      “Yes, but we aren’t the only ones who are awake.  Kaira’s up too.”

      “I’m sure she’ll be fine.”

      “I’m not.  She’s gone back in to check the ship’s position and temperature while we escaped from the Corporation forces.  And found that it matches what you told her happened.  How do you think that’s going to make her feel?”

      “Not good.  I know that.  But I didn’t just do it for us.  It’s for her too.  It would be dangerous for her to know the truth.  It’s better that she doesn’t know.”

      “How much longer do you think she can stay on board without figuring out the truth? She’s got a lot of the clues already.  Even if you have made her doubt them, at some point she’s going to start putting things together.”

      “I… I don’t know.  She’s persistent.”

      “So what do you plan to do? Throw her off somewhere? Leave her to fend for herself when she’s still doubting whether she can trust her own mind?”

      “No.  I can’t just dump her off.  I know that.  Maybe we can find somewhere safe, though, and set her up with enough money that…”

      “Really?” interrupted his wife.  “You’ll leave her on a station after showing her this life? You saw how she took to jump space.  Lots of people find it interesting, even fascinating, but with her there was something more.  As if her soul had always been yearning for it.  You saw the pleasure she got from learning to fly the ship.  Not to mention that she’s a natural pilot.”

      “Then we set her up in a small ship of her own, train her in how to use it.  We’ve got enough money saved to do that.”

      “Yes, partly because you never repair the Glimmer!”

      Tarkus scowled.

      “I repair the things that matter.  You know I don’t like having anyone crawling over the ship.  I didn’t like it when you were still… still… you know.  And I really don’t now.”

      “You’re not going to dump Kaira off.  I don’t even need to argue with you on that.  I know you won’t.  It’s not in you.  And setting her up in her own ship would be dumping her off.  You know there’s far more to surviving as a ship owner than just knowing how to fly.”

      “What else can I do? Like you said, if she’s on board too long she’s going to start figuring things out.”

      “So tell her the truth.”

      “No! I can’t!”

      “Not can’t.  Won’t!  You know my view on it.  If you want to be stubborn and ignore me then go ahead.  See how it plays out.”

      Tarkus closed his eyes and groaned.  Despite the fact it was impossible, for a moment he seemed to feel the slightest caress on his cheek.  Or maybe a soft tap.  The memory of her way to tell him he was being a stubborn idiot.  A touch he’d give anything to feel again.
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        * * *

      

      Kaira looked up as Tarkus entered the living area, studying him intently for any hint of how much she could trust her memories.  He walked into the kitchen area, pulled out two cups, and started making coffee.  Kaira waited patiently while he did.  He brought both over, putting one down by her then sitting down himself.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.  “Now those devices are gone, I mean.”

      “It’s strange but… I do feel a lot better.  I hadn’t realised quite how much they were affecting me even when they seemed to be dormant.  But I’m almost scared to feel okay.  Does that make any sense?”

      “I’ve never quite been in your position, but I think I understand.  You’re still waiting for something bad to happen.  Worrying that the problem isn’t really gone.  Especially after being through it twice already now.”

      “Exactly.  It’s like this might all be a dream.  That at any moment I might wake up and realise the devices are still inside me.”

      “Well I promise you it’s not a dream.  And that if there was any hint of those devices left we would have found them.  They’re gone.  You’re safe.”

      “Even if I am, what about other people? How many sets of those devices has the Corporation created? Hundreds? Thousands?”

      “I’d say thousands at least, from the way they talked about them.  Maybe even tens of thousands.”

      “It’s horrific! Why don’t people know about it?”

      “Tens of thousands sounds like a lot, but when you compare it to the number of people across just the nearby systems it’s not that many.  Spread them across a few thousand systems and that’s only one or two of the devices on each major station or planet.”

      “It’s still so many lives.”

      “I know.  And it’s hardly the only nasty product they supply.  I’m sure they’re not the only corporation in that business, either.  People need weapons.  Personal weapons, ship weapons, that I can understand the need for and accept.  But the Corporations always have to go further.  Always have to create something worse.  Always end up making things which are truly horrific.”

      “Why doesn’t anyone stop them?”

      “Because no one is powerful enough.  The only ones who might be able to are other corporations, and they won’t get involved to stop the horrors.  At most they’ll try to take over the business.”

      “Surely someone should be able to stop them! There should be some organisation which can!”

      “The biggest governments I’ve heard of only span three or four systems.  Most organised governments struggle to span just one system.  The corporations are much bigger, much too large for the governments to take on.  But it’s more than that.  Governments, however democratic and fair-minded they might be, need weapons.  Where do you think they get theirs from?”

      “Can’t they create their own?”

      “I’m sure some do, but they can’t match the scale and efficiency of the Corporations.  Or the tech, I suspect.”

      “It feels like it would make sense for them to work together to take on the Corporations.”

      “I daresay some of them have had that idea.  If they did they’d find out the true might of the Corporations.  Just because the Corporations are usually in competition with each other doesn’t mean they won’t work together when they think it’s in their interests.

      “So a coalition of governments wouldn’t just be trying to take down one corporation.  They’d find themselves facing most of them.  Probably all of them if the coalition looked like winning.  There will only ever be one winner, and it won’t be the governments.”

      “Has it always been this way? Has it always been this terrible?”

      “Oh no.  Go back a thousand years and more and even the biggest corporations were tightly controlled and didn’t dare step too far out of line.  Then it all changed.”

      “What changed?”

      Tarkus smiled grimly.

      “Jess.  He toppled the Empire.”  He paused for a moment.  “Well, that would be the popular view.  It’s more accurate to say the Empire disintegrated under attack from the Taint, the massive volumes of refugees fleeing the Taint and other dangers, the disruptive effects on jump space of Jess’s stopping the Taint, and a whole host of other things.

      “Anyway, the Empire fell.  With the Empire gone, there was no one to keep the corporations which had survived in check.  They saw their opportunity and damn well took it.”

      “That’s the choice we have? The corporations as they are now, or something like the Empire? I don’t know which is worse.”

      “Unless you lived through both, how could you tell? No one has so who can say?  People always have a tendency to think whatever evils they are living under must be worse than others they’ve only heard of.  And it’s not like we can choose.  This is the universe we’re in.  This is how things are.  We have to find ways to survive.”

      “It shouldn’t be this way!”

      “No.  No it shouldn’t.  But it is.”

      “I just feel like someone should do something!” said Kaira.

      “Maybe.  I might just be old and cynical, but I don’t see things changing anytime soon.  Not for the better.  They could always get worse.”

      “Worse than this?”

      “Yes.  I don’t like the fact the Pradagrash Corporation seemed to be interested in developing plagues.  And not just them, someone else was doing the same back on the planet where we met the doctor.  Though I wonder whether that was just someone trying to smoke him out.”

      “People were dying!”

      “And the Doctor was saving them.  If you’re pumping huge amounts of time, effort, and money into developing new and nasty plagues, you really don’t want some rogue element coming up with antidotes to them continuously.  What better way to smoke out someone who can do that than to give them a dangerous plague to cure.”

      “Do you think they’ll unleash the plagues?  On a wider scale, I mean.”

      “I don’t see why they’d develop things like that if they didn’t have some thoughts of using them, even just as a threat.”

      Kaira shivered at the thoughts flashing through her mind.

      “You’re right,” she said.  “Things could be worse.”

      “They might be developing the plague for other reasons.  Normally one corporation can’t outgrow the others.  They keep each other in check.  If one gets too large the others band together.  But if a corporation managed to grow on the sly, or find some other way of getting a big advantage over their rivals, they could start swallowing up the Corporations near them and just keep going.  A plague like this might be a way to level the playing field if that happened.  Using it might even be the right decision, the only decision, to avoid ending up with something like the Empire again.”

      “Surely if enough people got together they could make a stand?  The number of people across all the systems massively outnumbers the corporations.”

      “I don’t see it happening.  Something like that takes a massive amount of organisation.  The corporations will see it coming.  And even if they didn’t stop it immediately, as it grew it would need more ships and more weapons.  Where would it get those from?  Not the Corporations it was attacking!

      “Putting that aside, idealistic movements like that have a habit of being taken over from the inside by exactly the sort of people you would never want in charge.  Some of the Corporations most likely started that way.  A group of people convinced they’re doing the right thing can be amazingly easy to control, and totally unaware as what they started is corrupted.”

      Kaira’s shoulders slumped and she stared glumly at her hands.

      “It’s hopeless,” she said quietly.

      Tarkus chuckled.  “Nothing is ever hopeless.  People still live.  People still have families.  Many of them will never know anything about most of these horrors.  Even if the plagues are unleashed, they’re likely to be targeted carefully.  Remember, corporations are into selling products.  Fewer people out there means fewer sales and that means less profit.  It’s in their vested interest to keep people alive.  Most people, at least.”

      “Alive, but not free.”

      “Freedom is where you find it.  Very few people are truly completely free to work or to live.  Almost all have to obey whatever laws are in place where they live.”

      “But you’re free.”

      Tarkus smiled and glanced around.

      “I am.  And I know that makes me exceptionally lucky.  But even I’m only free while on board the Glimmer away from everyone else.  When I dock at stations I have to obey the rules.  I have to trade enough to keep the money coming in.  I’m about as free as you can get, but I’m still not completely free.”

      “You were a lot more free before you met me!”

      Tarkus smiled at her, almost fondly.

      “No.  I wasn’t.  I’d got myself locked in a rut.  I said most of us can make our own freedom.  We can also take it away.  You shook me out of that.  I’m really glad you did.  If you hadn’t turned up I might have just carried on existing until I died.”

      “Well… I’m glad I could help.  And I’m glad you don’t blame me too much for everything.”

      “It’s certainly been interesting since you hid away on the Glimmer.  A bit too interesting, a few times.  It reminded me what it’s like to actually feel alive.  Losing my wife hit me hard.  Really hard.  I just curled up inside.  Waiting to join her, I guess.  I even stayed in the same area.

      “Not exactly where the accident happened, but in the systems we’d been travelling through recently.  While I processed everything, I told myself.  And then it kind of stuck.  Ten years of doing the same routes, visiting the same bars, all the time hearing my wife’s voice telling me to sort myself out.  To get on with my life.  But somehow, I never could.  Then you came along.”

      “I guess it’s just as well I stowed away!”

      “Just as well for you that it was the Glimmer you chose.  Like I said before, you were the second worst stowaway I’ve ever known!”

      “You’ll have to tell me about the worst sometime.”

      “No.  I really won’t.”  Tarkus shivered.  “Some stowaways are worse than others.”

      Tarkus fell silent.  Kaira decided to change subjects.

      “So what now?” she asked.  “We just keep on going?”

      Tarkus shrugged.  “Yes.  It’s still a form of freedom, you just need to look at it the right way.  We won’t ever be able to go back to the area controlled by the Pradagrash Corporation, but would you really want to?”

      Kaira shook her head.

      “No way.  Never.”

      “There you go then.  We’re not losing out on anything.”

      Kaira went to answer, but a huge yawn stopped her from speaking.

      “Did you get any sleep?” Tarkus asked.  “You don’t really look like you did.”

      Kaira glared at him, all the worries she’d managed to push from her mind while they talked came rushing back.

      “That’s because I feel like I’m losing my mind!  Even some things that happened since the devices were purged from my system don’t really seem to have happened.”

      “You’ve been through a hugely traumatic experience, both when you thought you were dying and the stress you’ve been under since they first injected you with those devices.  Of course you’re struggling a bit.  I’d be worried if you weren’t because it would mean it hadn’t hit you yet.  You’ll get there.  I promise.”

      “It doesn’t help that I can’t trust anything in my memory at the moment.  What did happen?  When we were being chased down by those ships, I mean.  I think you’ve told me already but… I’m not sure if those are real memories or not.”

      “I took the Glimmer close to the star.  Almost too close.  It proved to be enough.  The ships following us must have peeled off before then.  Given up.  That meant I was able to charge the jump engines and send the Glimmer off in a new direction.  Not long after we jumped away we were safe.  The disruption and heat from the star at that distance would have erased any hint of our passing in just ten or twenty seconds, meaning no one could trace where we went.”

      “And that’s why when I checked the records the temperatures on all the sensors were spiking and cutting out?”

      “You checked that?  Yes.  The Glimmer was not happy.  I’ve never been that close to a star before.  I hope I never am again.”

      Kaira sat there, her mind still churning through everything.  What Tarkus said made sense.  It matched all the sensor readings.  But it didn’t match her memories.

      “You’re definitely not Jess?” she finally asked.

      Tarkus burst out laughing.

      “Me? Jess? What gave you that idea?”

      Kaira frowned.  “You told me… things.  About the Glimmer being special.  About it being able to turn in jump space.  I’m sure you did.”

      Tarkus tilted his head and looked worried.

      “I think those devices shook you up more than I’d thought.  Maybe we should run you through the medscanner again.”

      “No.  I’m fine.  Really.  I just need to keep what really happened and what didn’t straight in my head.”

      He stared hard at her for a few seconds, then nodded.

      “Alright.  I need to go check on how the Glimmer is doing.  In another twenty minutes we’ll be having to make our next course change.”

      “I think I’ll make another drink,” said Kaira.  “And then join you.  If that’s okay.”

      “Of course.  You’re sure you’ll be alright?”

      “Yes!  I’m sure.  Do you want another drink?”

      “No.  I’m fine.  I’ll see you on the flight deck.”

      Tarkus left the room.  Despite her words, Kaira just sat where she was for some time, everything Tarkus had said sinking in.

      He was right.  They weren’t easy things to hear.  Or to accept.  The corporations had so much power.  Someone should do something about them.  All of them.  But Tarkus was also right in asking who would be able to.

      For a moment memories of her hallucinations returned, of the conviction she’d felt that Tarkus had revealed himself to be Jess.  She sighed and shook her head.  Tarkus wasn’t Jess.  She knew that.  Even if he had been, even if Jess did return with the Wanderer, how much could they really do against the corporations? What could two people and one ship possibly do against all of them?

      Nothing.  Nothing that would make any difference.  She knew that… and it made her feel hollow inside.
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      Marcia sat on the floor of her cell, head slumped forward.  The metal was chillingly cold, as was the wall behind her, but she hardly noticed.  Nor did she pay any attention to the other five occupants of the tiny cell.

      She tried not to, at least.  Just as she tried to ignore the others stuck in the cells to either side of her own, and in the similar line of cells on the other side of the large room.  She paid no attention to the others to stop her despair becoming even worse.

      It was bad enough she was being taken to whatever unknown fate awaited her.  But the others… they were so young.  Not that she was old.  She was barely twenty-six.  But none of the other occupants of the cells could even be twenty.  She’d be surprised if any of them were even eighteen, and some of them couldn’t have been more than ten or eleven.

      Like Marcia, each of them had a slave collar on their neck.  One of their captors had been more than happy to demonstrate what it could do on several occasions, even when there had been no need.

      There was no talking, and hardly any noise.  Occasionally there was a whisper between some of the youngsters, but those were hurried and brief.  The two guards watching over the cells had made it more than clear prisoners were not to speak to each other.  Marcia couldn’t imagine why.  It wasn’t like they could plan a way to escape.  Probably just another element of the guards establishing their dominance.

      Marcia wasn’t a fool.  She knew this sort of thing happened.  She’d been a pilot for eleven years, chief pilot for four.  She’d heard the stories about what pirates did to captives, how people ended up enslaved by them.

      But this wasn’t a pirate ship.  It belonged to the Pradagrash Corporation.  The Corporation which had, from what she’d been able to learn, promised these kids the chance to work as apprentices and trainees.  The Corporation which had enticed them with promises of training and lucrative roles, and had instead enslaved them.

      It made sense, in a sick kind of way.  Why capture people by force when you could have them simply walk in and put their necks in the noose?  Or the collar.  Marcia wondered how many times it had been done before.  How many times it would be done again.  She had a sick feeling the answer to both questions was far too many.

      That was why the kids were there, but not her.  She’d worked for the Corporation, though she’d had no idea it ran ships like these.  She’d been a pilot for it for eleven years, since before she was even an adult.  She’d been well paid and been respected.

      And then she’d made a mistake.  She’d decided to leave.  To strike out on her own and see how she could do as a freelancer travelling the more difficult routes.  Not so much to get more money as to stretch her skills and see new places.

      She’d known the Corporation valued her, but she’d never imagined it would be so much that they wouldn’t let her go.  Twelve hours after informing the Corporation she was going to leave she’d been grabbed by security guards, accused on trumped up charges, then enslaved without even the chance of a trial.

      She’d been dragged onto this ship at the end of the process.  That was only four days ago, but it felt more like four years.  Conditions were awful.  The only positive thing about the bucket they’d been given for their bodily needs was that it had a lid.  Though not one that fit well.

      Food and water were provided infrequently.  Enough to keep them alive, but not much more.  That told Marcia that whatever awaited them was not going to be pleasant.

      She felt guilty, because she knew she at least had valuable skills.  It seemed unlikely she was being sent to do menial work, especially considering some of the comments her captors had made.  She doubted she’d enjoy whatever role she was given, but she could at least hope she still held some value.  But these kids… they’d had no chance to develop skills.  Now their entire lives had been snatched away, and there was nothing anyone could do.
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        * * *

      

      Marcia shuffled to the back of the cell, the five young girls she shared the cell with doing the same.  They pressed against each other.  All were grimy and smelly, but none of them wanted to upset the guards when the door was opened to remove the bucket.  Not when the guard taking it had their finger on the trigger for the slave collars, and a second guard was holding a mean-looking rifle.

      At least the bucket was being emptied before it was overflowing.  This time.  It had been borderline several times before.  Marcia wasn’t sure whether that was because the guards were particularly vindictive, were lazy, or just didn’t want to deal with the unpleasant job.

      Not for the first time she was struck by how the vessel they were on hadn’t been well designed for carrying slaves.  If it had then surely basic plumbing would have been included.  The whole setup seemed very haphazard, but she supposed it would make it easy to rip out the cells and pretend the ship had never been used for anything other than carrying cargo.

      She had no idea of the names of the guards, only that there were four in total and they worked in pairs.  In her mind she’d tagged the one pulling out the buckets as Buster, as his nose had clearly seen far too many bar fights.  The one with the rifle she’d named Ice, because his gaze was always chilly, never showing a spark of acknowledgement that he was dealing with humans.

      Those two were also the most trigger-happy with the slave collars, which meant everyone was extra cautious when they were around.  At least twice they seemed to have activated the collars simply because they were bored.  They took amusement at seeing their captives writhing on the floor in pain.

      There should be a special hell reserved for people like that, Marcia felt.  But she knew there wasn’t.  There would be no punishment.  No comeback.  Not in this life or any other.  Not unless the guards made a mistake and ended up being forced to wear a slave collar themselves, but even that seemed unlikely.  She doubted they’d ever be that stupid.

      She had to hold in a bitter smile.  No, they wouldn’t be that stupid.  They’d know better than to attempt to resign from the Corporation.  She wished she’d known better too.

      Once the full bucket was lifted out, with muttered comments about the state of it, a fresh one was kicked in.  The door clanged shut, locking as it did so, and the guards moved on to the next cell.  Marcia and the others stayed where they were.  They’d learnt all too well it was better not to draw any attention from the two guards.

      Of course, the two guards wouldn’t actually deal with the buckets after they were removed.  They always pulled out one of the captives, generally one of the youngest
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