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  Prologue


The one who had waited smiled as he flew his ship for the first time in a thousand years. He could barely believe such a long time had passed. He’d been certain his quarry would reappear far sooner, but did not regret his choice. The thousand years had passed in a dreamless sleep, but now he was awake once more. 
The ship he’d slept away the centuries on vanished into jump space.  They’d clearly not wanted to hang around for what was to come.  He smiled grimly.  He didn’t blame them.
Making use of the maps they’d given him, he entered a course and waited for his own jump drive to charge.  The ship was operating perfectly despite not being used for so long.  His hosts had kept it in prime shape, ready to go whenever he needed it.  They’d owed him, and down their generations they’d honoured that debt.
Once he was in jump space he’d have a huge amount of catching up to do.  From the brief summary he’d seen, so much had changed over the past thousand years.  He needed to understand the universe he was now in.  Then, once he was ready, he’d begin his hunt for the Wanderer.






  
  Chapter One


Marcia stood in a boarding tube leading from one of Stormharbour’s immense shipyards. With her was a guide, ready to show her around the rebuilt ship, and clustered around them was her crew. 
Marcia was excited to see the ship, and still slightly amazed she was going to be its captain.  But her excitement was nothing compared to that of her crew.  They were bouncing off the walls of the corridor, literally in a couple of cases.
She smiled and shook her head.  The excitement was understandable.  Not one of them was more than sixteen years old, and plenty were significantly younger.  But while she still called them kids, they weren’t really.  They’d been through so much in the past few months.  Being enslaved.  Breaking free.  Being captured again.  Being freed for a second time.  Being in combat on their old ship, a freighter not designed for fighting.  And finally having that ship destroyed around them, barely escaping before it exploded.
They’d faced death, and some of those they’d started out with had died.  The kids had been through far more in their lives than Marcia had even dreamed of at their age.
For Flick, who was standing quietly beside Marcia, that was even more true.  Before being enslaved she’d already spent several years involved in a gang.  She’d only escaped that life with the help of someone who saw Flick could be so much more.  Flick had taken the chance… and it had ended up with her being a slave.
Ever since gaining their freedom they’d had to struggle.  The freighter they escaped on, the Basilisk they’d called it, wasn’t designed for combat but they’d kept having to fight.  Despite its poor state of repair, the Basilisk had seen them through an awful lot.  Until it couldn’t any more.
But now… now they were getting a ship which was designed for combat.  One significantly larger and more powerful than the Basilisk.  A reward for their part in helping to protect the system of Stormharbour from the PradCorp fleet before Tarkus had managed to safely seal the entire system off.
And while she wasn’t bouncing off the walls herself, she could understand how the kids felt.  She couldn’t wait for the airlock doors to open either!

      ***Finally the light turned green and the airlock door started to open.
“Anyone stepping foot on that ship before the captain will answer to me!” Flick barked out.
Suddenly all the kids who’d surged forward were pulling back again.  Marcia grinned ruefully.  She was the captain, they’d all insisted on that, but when it came to authority the kids were far more scared of Flick than her.  Not terrified scared, but certainly not willing to get on the wrong side of Flick if they could avoid it.
The airlock door finished opening.  Marcia took a deep breath, then stepped into her new ship.  The ship itself wasn’t new.  In fact it was a PradCorp ship which had been badly damaged and abandoned during the battle for Stormharbour.  But it looked and smelt new.
Marcia had never been on a new ship before.  She hadn’t known there would be a distinctive smell, but it hit her straight away.  A slight hint of paint, of new equipment, and of chemicals.  Nothing unpleasant, and it combined into a smell that very clearly said new… and reinforced the reality of the situation.
With Marcia having stepped onto the ship, the kids behind her decided they were safe from Flick’s anger.  They charged in, just avoiding shoving into Marcia but streaming past her with whoops of excitement and joy.  A number of the kids were racing each other to be the first to get into different areas of the ship.
In just a few seconds Marcia was alone other than the guide.  Even Flick had rushed off, telling Marcia she was going to keep an eye on things.
“As you requested, all of the sensitive locations are currently locked down and can only be accessed by you,” said the guide, a slight smile on his face.
“Thanks,” said Marcia.  “They’re a good bunch, but they are much too highly strung right now to be messing around in the engine room.  Or weapons.  Or especially the hangar.”
“They are certainly a little… younger than most crews I’ve seen.”
Marcia immediately felt defensive.
“They might be young, but they’ve done one hell of a lot!” she insisted.
The guide held his hands up.  “Sorry!  I wasn’t criticising.  I’ve read the reports.  Your crew are truly remarkable, especially given their ages.”
Marcia relaxed and smiled.
“They are.”
“Though from what I just saw, I believe they will be quite a handful for you for a time.”
“Yeah.  I’m still not convinced we chose the right ship.  The other one we were looking at didn’t have space for fighters, but they all convinced me this was the one to get.  Now I have to live with that choice.”
“I’ve uploaded details of an area of space that can be used for running training missions safely.  It’s also possible to make arrangements to have live fire testing there.”
“Thank you.  That would definitely be near the end of the training.  I’m going to have problems convincing some of them they haven’t gone from hopeless to magically gifted pilots overnight.  Others I’ll certainly be happy to see trained, but some of them… I wouldn’t put them in charge of steering a luggage trolley!”
The guide laughed, and gestured ahead.  “Shall we?”

      ***The guide showed Marcia around the whole of the ship, avoiding any of the kids being around when they entered the most sensitive areas of the ship.
“I’m sorry the finish is a bit rough and ready,” said the guide as he showed Marcia around engineering.
She had to fight not to laugh out loud.  It was by far the best finished ship she’d ever been on.
“Believe me, it’s more than good enough,” she said.  “We really appreciate the effort to refurbish the ship, especially as I know all the shipyards are working so hard.”
“It’s amazing how much more productive we are now we’re working for ourselves and not PradCorp.  We’re running at something like sixty-five percent above anything we’ve ever managed before.”
“That’s damn impressive.  But I can understand the difference.  Now you aren’t just building ships for the Corporation.  You’re building ships that will keep your families safe.”
“Exactly!  And please, don’t think we skimped on the vitals of the ship!  It’s only the finishing where we spent a bit less time than we might have otherwise.  Everything else is at the quality our shipyards have always been famous for.
“Part of the reason we’re so much more productive now is we’ve developed some innovative new techniques.  Those have really sped things up.  Some are new, some we’d thought of before but PradCorp had vetoed for no obvious reason.”
“Well that’s going to bite them in the arse now!”
The guide chuckled.
“It certainly is.  So, we’ve uprated all of the weaponry.  The shields, engines, and reactors as well.  PradCorp forces will recognise the model and think they know what it’s capable of.  You’ll give them one hell of a shock!”
“I really appreciate it.  We seem to have a habit of getting ourselves into trouble.  It’ll be nice to have the punch to get ourselves out of it.”
“I’ll be honest, everyone spent a bit longer on this ship than was actually set aside, and there was plenty of time set aside.  You came to our system and helped keep us safe from PradCorp.  You and your friends in the Wanderer.  Without you we’d have been beaten.  The least we could do was make sure you have the best ship we can give you.”
“Were you on the shipyard when the fighting was happening?
“I was.  I got drafted to run a security militia.  I’m damn glad we didn’t have to fight corridor to corridor.  We were all kitted out with weapons and armour, but having the equipment is one thing, being able to use it effectively is totally different.  Especially if you have an enemy ship sitting alongside the station able to use pinpoint strikes to eliminate resistance.”
“Which is exactly the sort of thing PradCorp would have done.”
“Or they might have started bombarding our planets.  We would have had to surrender without firing a shot.  Then they’d likely have rounded us all up and shot us.”
Marcia shook her head.  Damn the Pradagrash Corporation.  When she’d been a pilot flying for PradCorp she’d had no idea the darker things it was involved in.  The first indication she’d had of that was when she told them she wanted to go independent for a time, and almost immediately found herself a slave.
The guide had a thousand-yard stare.  Marcia though it likely he was thinking of the fate he’d escaped when the Wanderer turned the battle against PradCorp.  Then he gave himself a shake.
“Well, none of that matters,” he said.  “You arrived and we all beat them back!  Come on, let’s go to the next section!”






  
  Chapter Two


Trent stepped out of his ship’s airlock, his team following him. To a casual observer they’d appear to be just a normal crew. They weren’t. 
The spaceport was run down, as everything was on the planet Vexlor.  The walls surrounding the landing pads would probably keep someone out if they weren’t determined, but he couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to break their way in.
The planet was cold.  The spaceport was open to the sky, and a freezing wind was whipping across it.  It felt like it was going through Trent despite the layers he was wearing.
They walked towards the bored looking officials who clearly didn’t have much to do the majority of the time.  Of the fifteen landing pads only one other had a ship, and by the number of open panels and trailing wires it wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.
The lead official saw the new arrivals approach and stood up from his chair.  The others looked up and joined him.  The grins on their faces suggested they were going to milk the encounter for as much enjoyment as they could.
It wasn’t surprising they were bored.  The planet was a backwater.  At some point in the past it had been a vibrant location, but that was hundreds of years in the past.  Now it exported almost nothing, other than desperate people trying to seek a new life.  And not many of those.  The Corporation ensured only a limited trickle got to leave the planet.
Trent was ten yards away from the smiling officials when they all lifted hands to their ears.  Their expectant smiles vanished, replaced by frowns.  The message had reached them.
Trent walked straight past without bothering to even acknowledge the officials.  One of them muttered something to the rest but Trent ignored it.  They were petty officials on a backwater planet which was slowly dying.  Technically they were part of the Corporation, but it wasn’t possible to get much lower in the organisation than they were.
Trent was used to being fast tracked past officials, but today it was especially important.  He carried a dirty and worn rucksack weighed down by what was inside.  A rucksack no one could be allowed to mess around with.
The contents of the rucksack made him uncomfortable.  They were highly illegal, but that wouldn’t be easy to tell without detailed biochemical analysis.  What worried him was that the contents were deadly.  If the container was damaged in any way…
He shivered at the thought.  He didn’t want to even consider that possibility.  He almost wished he didn’t know what was in the container.  Almost.  Because if he didn’t know he might easily treat it casually, and if the container was damaged it would lead to him suffering a truly horrific death.
He led his team to a flyer he’d hired.  He’d been given very specific instructions on where to deliver the package, a settlement well away from the port.  He just hoped the pilot was good.  The last thing he wanted was for the package to be jolted about.

      ***The inspection of the ship was complete and Marcia had just said goodbye to their guide as he went through the airlock back to the station.  For the moment, she was alone.  The kids hadn’t exactly calmed down, but they were busy exploring each other’s cabins.
One of the things Marcia had ensured during the design of the refit was every single one of the crew would have a cabin of their own.  Having a practical turn of mind she’d even ensured there were ten spares, in case they needed to put anyone else up.  She’d also ensured every single cabin was identical in size and layout to avoid arguments.
Marcia had also ensured the allocation of cabins started off being random, then she’d allowed swapping around where both kids agreed.  Those discussions had kept the kids out of trouble for a good few hours, which she’d appreciated.  During the build-up to getting their new ship the kids had been unbearably excited at times.
The rooms had started out identical.  Once they’d settled on who would be where she’d given them free choice of colour schemes and some leeway in changing other elements of their rooms.  What each had chosen had been kept as a closely guarded secret, so now they were busy visiting all the other rooms.
Marcia made her way to the bridge.  The tour from the guide hadn’t included it.  Marcia was pretty certain it wouldn’t have any issues after seeing the rest of the ship, and if there was any problem she could still get it fixed.  But she’d wanted her first experience of the bridge to be special.  And to be hers alone.
Thankfully none of the kids spotted her, as they might have wanted to tag along.  When she unlocked the bridge and entered she was able to simply take in the moment.  She stood there, looking around at a space much larger than on any other ship she’d flown, let alone commanded, barely believing it was real.
Finally she closed the doors behind her and locked them again.  Just for a few minutes.  Then she looked around the bridge once more.  Everything looked so new, and extremely well finished.  She wondered just what would have been different if the shipyards hadn’t been in a hurry.  She shrugged.  It was more than good enough for her.
Like the rest of the ship, the bridge smelt faintly of new equipment and fresh paint.  She hardly noticed.  She smiled as she took it in.  She’d been captain of the Basilisk by default.  And, if she was honest, by piracy.  Though the crew she and the kids had killed to steal the ship had been keeping them as slaves so there were mitigating circumstances, but it was still piracy.  She’d never felt she was really its captain.
But now… now she was officially the captain of a brand-new ship.  Or a newly rebuilt ship, at least.  She just hoped she’d be able to live up to the title.
She turned and looked at the metal plaque set into the back wall, beside the entrance.  She reached up and slowly traced each of the names with a finger.  The names of those kids who’d been with her and the others in slavery aboard the Basilisk but hadn’t survived what came next.
The first line tugged at her heart particularly hard.  Not a name, but a dedication.  To the girl who’d saved Marcia’s life when they’d all first broken free.  She’d sacrificed her own life to save Marcia’s, dying before Marcia could find out her name.  And, it turned out, without telling anyone else.  That hurt a lot.  Marcia owed the girl her life, and she couldn’t even thank her by name.
Marcia wiped tears from her cheeks and felt responsibility settle onto her shoulders once more.  There was space for more names on the plaque.  It was her responsibility to ensure none were added.
She was determined to do her best on that front… and realistic enough to know she might fail.

      ***Trent approached the dirty marketplace warily.  He didn’t want to look like an easy mark.  He was no longer wearing the crew outfit he’d had on when he left the ship.  Now he was dressed in dirty clothes that were patched in many places.  The type of outfit most of those in the area were wearing, though some were cleaner than others.
His team was dressed similarly, and were dispersed around him.  As far as anyone should be able to tell they were nothing to do with each other or him, but they were waiting to spring into action if needed.
He hoped they wouldn’t be.  If that happened it would blow their cover and make their mission much harder.  Trent and the others were aiming to look like natives struggling to make a living, both too streetwise and too poor to pick on in such a public place.
Trent put on the persona easily.  He’d played similar roles many times.  His team weren’t quite as adept as him, but were more than good enough to pass anything other than a detailed inspection.
He moved into the marketplace, studying the stalls, pretending to consider several items before deciding against buying.  He spent a good few minutes moving between the stalls, even though he’d identified the one he wanted almost immediately.  Partly by what it sold, but also based on studying the woman running the stall.
Finally he approached it and made a show of studying the goods.  None of them were in a condition he would normally consider buying but what he bought wasn’t important.  What he gave in return would be.  The area was so poor that little money changed hands at the market.  Most of the transactions involved bartering goods for goods, or bartering services for goods if the stallholder knew and trusted someone enough.
Trent picked through the small pieces of equipment and food which wasn’t rotting only because it had been covered in so many chemicals.  He pulled out some items and passed them to the stallholder, then nodded to show he was done.  The stallholder put the package together, watching Trent intently the whole time.
Trent shrugged the dirty and patched rucksack he’d brought from the ship off his shoulders.  The rucksack matched his new outfit perfectly, as it had been designed to.  He opened it up and pulled out the four bottles inside.  He told the stallholder they contained refined spirits and asked if they would cover the items he’d chosen.  The stallholder grudgingly nodded her head.
“Open them,” she said.  “All of them.  Let’s make sure they all contain what you say they do.”
Damn!  He’d hoped to avoid this.  With great care, while trying to hide the fact he was taking such care, he opened the lids on all four bottles.  His heart was pounding as he did, desperate not to spill a drop or get any on his hands.
The stallholder picked them up, each in turn, sniffed them, then moved on to the next.  Trent was terrified she’d spill some, but her hands were steady and she was particularly careful.  Apparently she didn’t want to waste the precious liquid.
“Happy?” Trent asked.
“I need to be completely sure.”
She still held the last bottle.  She lifted it to her lips and knocked back a swig.
Trent held his breath, hoping she wouldn’t find the alcohol in the bottle anywhere near as rank as he thought it was.  To his huge relief she didn’t spit it all back out again.
“Not bad,” she said wiping her mouth on the back of her sleeve.  “Alright, I accept the trade.  It’s a deal.”
Trent put the lids back on the four bottles, fighting to stop his hands from trembling.  The stallholder took them, and only then handed over his package.  He thanked her tersely, and shoved the package he’d bought into his rucksack.
The deal was done.  The stallholder was dead.  She just didn’t know it yet.  She’d start to feel the effects in a few hours.  A day or two after that she’d be dead.  But before that, from about twenty minutes time, she’d start spreading the genetically engineered disease throughout the area.
Anyone else who drank from those bottles would go the same way.  The disease was virulent enough in itself, but the bottles contained an especially potent initial concoction designed to get it spreading quickly.  Even if no one else opened the bottles, the woman would do more than enough to spread the disease.
That was why Trent hadn’t wanted the bottles to be opened while he was there, and had been extremely careful to avoid any contact with his skin.  That would have been enough for him to be struck down too.  While he didn’t know the exact details of the plague, from what he’d been told getting any on him would be a terrible mistake to make.  And a fatal one.
With the supplies he’d bought secured in his pack, he turned and walked away.  He wanted to leave the area immediately, to get away long before the stallholder started spreading the plague, but he forced himself to spend a few more minutes browsing to keep his visit to the market unremarkable.
Maybe someone would put two and two together eventually and realise he might have been responsible for the plague starting, but by then he’d be off the planet and out of the system.  He shivered at the thought of what he’d just unleashed.  He’d make sure he was several systems away.  At least.

      ***Marcia tore herself away from the metal plaque on the wall, turned, and walked into the centre of the bridge.  She went straight to the pilot’s chair and was half sat in it before she caught herself.
She allowed herself to sink down anyway, seeing what it felt like for a few seconds, then she pushed herself back up and moved to the captain’s chair.  Her chair.  She sat in it, feeling both excited and out of place, then entered the authorisation codes which brought the bridge to life.
The first thing she did was ensure piloting functions could also be routed to the captain’s chair.  Just because she was captain didn’t mean she wasn’t going to fly the ship at times!  Especially if they were in significant danger.
Which reminded her that she needed to continue training the kids.  Some of them had quite an aptitude for spaceflight.  Rat in particular.  Though he’d enjoyed a head-start over everyone else having spent what she sometimes suspected was half his life playing flight simulators of incredible complexity.
A query on her console requested confirmation of the ship’s name.  Their choice had been pre-entered, now she needed to make it official.  The original plan had been to call it the Basilisk, the same name they’d given their first ship after wresting it from the hands of those keeping them as slaves.  But after some discussion they’d all decided they should leave that name with the original ship, allowing it to rest in peace.
For a short time they’d considered naming the new ship the Basilisk Returns.  Or Return of the Basilisk.  Or one of a dozen similar combinations.  But none of them had been popular.  So they’d gone looking for a new name, and after a lot of discussion they’d settled on one.  Not a name Marcia would have chosen, but that was the price of allowing a whole bunch of teen and pre-teen kids to help with the naming process.
She sighed and shook her head, though she was smiling.  She reached out and confirmed the name of the ship.  From now on it would officially bear the name the kids had chosen for it.  The ship was now called the Phoenix.

      ***Trent was relieved when he and his team reached the hotel where they’d changed.  They quickly got back into their ship crew outfits, left the hotel, and walked so quickly they were almost jogging as they headed back to the flyer.
The return flight was as uneventful as their flight out and they soon reached the docks.  The officials looked up, saw who was approaching, and scowled.  They didn’t bother to stand up.  Trent marched straight past them and onto his ship.
The pilot reported nothing unusual happening while Trent had been gone, and that they were ready to go.  Trent gave the order.  He wanted to be well clear of the planet and what he’d unleashed on it.  He’d been told more than he normally would in order to ensure he treated the package with sufficient care.  It had worked.
He thought back to the officials he’d just passed and mentally shrugged.  There was a chance they’d be dead within the next few months, if they were unlucky enough to be in the path of what he’d just unleashed.  He smiled at that thought.
He was still smiling as the ship reached a thousand metres and the powerful bomb hidden in its rear section exploded, tearing the ship apart and killing everyone on board before they could even begin to realise something was wrong.

      ***The lead official at the spaceport smiled quietly to himself as those around him moved from shocked silence into laughter at what had happened to the arrogant bastards on the ship.
The others thought it was just bad luck, a malfunction of some kind, but he knew better.  He’d had the task of sending the command to activate the bomb.  And he’d taken real pleasure in doing so.
But if he’d known what the crew of that ship had delivered to Vexlor his smile would soon have vanished.

      ***The fleet above the planet noted the destruction of Trent’s ship, but there was no alarm.  Admiral Mirek nodded to herself, pleased that the bomb had done its job.  It saved her fleet the effort of destroying the ship.
Her orders were extremely clear.  No ship was now allowed to leave Vexlor.  None at all.  The official line was softer.  From that moment on, no ships could leave without permission.  But that permission would not be granted.  Ships could still arrive and travel down to the planet, that was allowed.  But none of them would be leaving again.
She turned to her lead electronic warfare specialist and nodded.  The specialist saluted and then set his team to work.  Across the planet systems would be updated to show fabricated information.  Indications that an unknown disease had been developing and spreading in spots across the planet for some time.  Never affecting very many people, certainly never at a level which would have come to the notice of those in charge of the planet, but laying a convincing groundwork for the outbreak which was about to start.
There would be no official quarantine.  Not until things were much worse on the planet.  Until then there would just be delays in granting permission to leave.  Or the electronic warfare team would plant information to suggest there might be less than legal activity relating to a ship and its crew.  Enough to keep them grounded.
The Planetary Governor was partly aware of what was going on.  He was holed up in a city mostly isolated from the rest of the planet at the best of times.  Now he’d be making that isolation complete.  He’d also reached out to Admiral Mirek, tentatively sounding her out to see if the unofficial quarantine would allow him to leave if needed.  She’d assured him he was a special case.
Which he was.  She’d had explicit instructions not to allow him to leave the planet even before the plague was planted.  Maybe if he’d been in charge of a prime planet, had been someone of consequence, things would be different.  But here at Vexlor?  Admiral Mirek had no idea what the governor had done to be banished here, but it was the type of posting people rarely moved on from.
She smiled coldly.  It had been a posting the governor was unlikely to move on from.  Now it was one he definitely wouldn’t leave.  Or survive.  If the pathogen didn’t spread as widely as it might, if it was contained eventually and a part of the population survived, then the governor would bear responsibility for allowing the outbreak to get out of hand and his life would be forfeit.  And if it did spread fully then he’d be dead.
The smile slipped from her face.  The Planetary Governor’s situation was a reminder that anyone in a position of significant power in the Corporation was never more than one or two bad mistakes away from such a posting, if not prison, slavery, or immediate execution.  Including her.
She had to ensure the blockade on ships leaving the planet was absolute.  She knew more about the pathogen being released than anyone else in the system.  She knew just how devastating it would be once it spread.  Her responsibility was to ensure not a single person left the planet.  And she was damn well going to do it!

      ***Marcia’s heart raced as three torpedoes tore towards the Phoenix.  They had less than fifteen seconds until the torpedoes impacted.  Point defences were firing automatically, their targets set by one of the kids.  Marcia had ordered power into the engines, the pilot was turning the Phoenix to the side far faster than the Basilisk had ever been able to manage.
The three torpedoes were a present from a PradCorp corvette they’d just destroyed, but it had unleashed its deadly payload just before vanishing in a violent explosion.  Point defences took out one of the torpedoes, forcing the other two to separate to avoid being caught in the explosion.
Nine seconds.  Eight seconds.  Another torpedo exploded, this time destroyed by two of the four fighters the Phoenix carried.  But that left them badly out of position to attack the final torpedo.
The other two fighters were closing in, but the torpedo was between them and the Phoenix so they couldn’t risk firing.
Five seconds.
Four seconds.
The point defences just couldn’t score a hit.  Marcia knew they were in real trouble.  Even the single torpedo could badly trouble their shields.
Three seconds.
Weapons fire started to smash into the Phoenix’s shields, then the last missile exploded, debris smashing into the Phoenix’s shields but causing no significant damage.  The weapons fire continued for a few seconds then cut off again.
Marcia let out a sigh.  One of the two returning fighters had decided hitting the Phoenix and lowering its shields was a risk worth taking to destroy the torpedo.  They’d been right.  The danger was over.  The Phoenix was safe.
A message flashed up on Marcia’s display.  Simulation complete.  The crew fitness test was completed.  There’d been some hiccups, but overall Marcia was more than happy with how it had gone.  It would be interesting to see what the Stormharbour operatives running the test made of the results.
Interesting, but not that important to Marcia.  The Phoenix and all four fighters had survived a gruelling simulated encounter.  The kids had performed really well, better even than she’d hoped they would, even when the simulation had been paused and they’d switched with their backups halfway through the battle.
Everyone had coped well with the brief commotion of switching over, including the four pilots in borrowed fighters – docking and swapping pilots would have meant too long a break in the simulated battle.  No fighters had flown into each other.  There had been a few silly mistakes and near misses but she didn’t think any of them would have had a major impact on the battle.
Besides, the kids had all faced death a number of times now.  That could make or break anyone, but being kids they had optimism and near endless belief in their own skills on their side.
Having lost a few of their number in the past few months only reinforced their desire to fight harder.  Now the simulation was over there were enthusiastic cheers ringing out around the bridge, and some of them were asking if they could have another go.  She shook her head.  She was only in her mid-twenties, but damn she felt ancient sometimes surrounded by all these kids!
Of course, the kids hadn’t jumped into their positions and lucked into being so effective.  Every single one of them had spent long hours in training simulators ever since it was confirmed they were going to get the Phoenix.  Getting them to train hadn’t been the problem.  Getting them to stop had been.  After catching most of them sneaking in for extra hours for the third day running, despite her explicit orders, she’d enlisted Flick to enforce the training curfew.
By that point Marcia had appointed Flick as not only Chief Engineer, a role she’d been studying for some time, but also Master At Arms.  A position in charge of discipline on a ship, though she’d never piloted a ship large enough to need such a thing.  Until now.
The kids had laughed when she announced that role, but they paid attention.  From that point on only a few were caught overdoing things and seeking extra practice time, and none of them repeated the trick after being caught by Flick.
Marcia was pleased to see Belle in the middle of the enthusiastic celebrations.  Belle had endured a particularly hard time.  No, that wasn’t quite right.  All of the kids had, but they’d done it together.  Belle was new to the group.  She’d been through her own traumatic experience all on her own.  She’d made just one friend on the incredibly crowded freighter many hundreds of slaves had been aboard, and that friend was murdered horribly.  Killed by someone who later tried to kill Belle.
Belle had survived, barely from what Marcia had been told, and had ended up killing her attacker.  And in doing so she’d saved the entire freighter from being destroyed.  She’d been hailed as a hero, but what she’d been through was still an awful lot to cope with.
Once at Stormharbour those ex-slaves were able to leave the freighter and find new roles and new lives.  But Belle had chosen to join Marcia and the kids, a tight-knit group who’d been through an incredible amount together.  Marcia had been certain the kids would welcome Belle, but she’d worried Belle might not feel a part of the group.  The celebrations she was seeing set her mind at rest.  Belle was one of the gang now.

      ***Once the technicians running the simulated battle finished reviewing the results they declared that the Phoenix and its crew had passed with distinction.
There were still plenty of pieces of advice they had for the crew as a whole and individuals in particular.  Even for Marcia, who gladly took it all on board.  She’d never flown a combat ship like this in anger, let alone captained one.  She still had a lot to learn, and she appreciated having had chances to learn in the safety of virtual simulations and now these simulations aboard the Phoenix.
The technician providing feedback over a comm call admitted they’d been surprised how well the kids had done in the tests.  Some of the flaws they’d identified were down to emotion overriding reason, but they found that happened surprisingly rarely.  The kids as a group had proved to be very good at reining each other in.
In short, the technician said the Phoenix and its crew were battle ready, even though they’d all looked hard for reasons not to allow such young kids to take roles which would put them in so much danger.
Marcia chuckled and told him that was going to happen no matter what.  The Phoenix, and the kids, would have gone ahead even if they’d received a terrible report… though she would have insisted on a lot more training first!
The technician shook his head, then saluted.  Marcia saluted back, finding the motion strange, then with a smile the technician signed off.  Marcia passed on the evaluation to the kids.  They were over the moon.  Not surprisingly.  After their time in captivity each and every one of them had a deep hatred of PradCorp and nursed a burning desire to strike back.  Now, with the Phoenix, they truly could.






  
  Chapter Three


Kaira sat in the copilot’s chair of the Wanderer, feeling the ancient ship all around her and smiling at the fact that, for the moment, she was the one in charge.
She and Tarkus were on a mission to locate supplies of raw materials for Stormharbour.  Stormharbour itself contained some mining locations, but supplies weren’t plentiful and some components the shipyards needed had been mined out by centuries of shipbuilding.
The existing channels they’d used to get supplies were almost all closed off now they were at war with PradCorp.  No PradCorp system would supply raw materials to build ships which would be used against the Corporation.
For the moment Stormharbour was relying on existing stockpiles, but those were already starting to run thin.  Stormharbour was too deep within PradCorp territory to be able to go to suppliers outside of PradCorp’s influence, and trying to take supplies by force from nearby systems wasn’t something those in charge of Stormharbour would consider.  They wanted to win those systems over, to persuade some of them to join Stormharbour in standing against PradCorp.  It hadn’t worked previously, but now Stormharbour was a near impregnable fortress with mighty shipyards to churn out ships it would be much easier to make the argument for freedom from PradCorp.
So Stormharbour needed to find illegal suppliers that PradCorp didn’t know about.  Several had already been identified.  Some were already known to Stormharbour, but never passed on to PradCorp.  The location of others had been supplied by ships which had fled PradCorp to join Stormharbour.
All the locations had been visited but only three had agreed to supply Stormharbour.  A fourth had turned out to be a PradCorp dark site and had to be destroyed before it could spread word of what Stormharbour was doing.  The location was resource rich and a tempting location to build their own mining base, but if they did it would be certain to be visited by PradCorp forces sooner or later.  As well as losing the site, that would tip PradCorp off to look for other such endeavours.
Tarkus had volunteered to go looking for more locations, both rogue suppliers and potential locations to set up mining operations.  They were currently exploring the Oort cloud of a lightly populated system.  The Wanderer had already detected three small planets that weren’t documented, but each had no signs of any mining operations in the cloud and the planets were mostly rock and ice without sufficient other elements to be worth spending resources setting up a mining station.
Kaira wasn’t surprised the planets hadn’t been discovered.  They were tiny compared to the area of space the Oort cloud enclosed.  Even with precise measurements of planetary motion for the main planets in the system it would be all but impossible to detect anything at this distance from the star unless it was much, much larger.
As for flying through the Oort cloud and scanning, that would take years even with a large fleet of ships.  It wasn’t something anyone in their right mind would ever attempt in such a sparsely populated system.
But the Wanderer was no ordinary ship.  It wasn’t having to explore the Oort cloud from regular space, it was doing it from jump space.  Of course, any other ship could travel the area in jump space, but only the Wanderer could scan normal space while it did so.  Which meant it used the incredible speed jump space allowed in order to scan a much larger area in the same time.
Not that it was that fast a process even for the Wanderer, but they could completely scan the Oort cloud in just a couple of days.  Once that was done they’d move on to the next system… and the next… and the next.  Though lightly populated systems like this one were at the top of their list.
Tarkus was asleep, and while he’d been more than happy to turn the Wanderer over to Kaira, she was well aware that mostly meant her guiding the ship while it did what was needed.  She could make decisions about where to go and what to investigate, but the ancient ship handled all the details.
Or, more precisely, the ship and Tarkus did.  Even when he was asleep.  The deep link he and the ship shared was phenomenal.  Kaira wasn’t sure either Tarkus or the Wanderer could say where one of them ended and the other started, and she suspected there wasn’t any specific boundary between the two.
She closed her eyes and dropped her focus into her mental link to the ship, imagining spreading out her arms and fingers to sample space around them.  She received impressions back from the ship, modulated to match the way she was imagining the sensors working.
When she did this she remembered the fears she’d had over getting the implants, her inability to undergo the procedure, and was immensely glad circumstances had forced her hand.  Her reluctance had been completely understandable.  After everything she’d been through, after having nanobots trying to rip her body apart from the inside, her fears were far from unfounded.
Yet now she couldn’t imagine being without the link.  There was no way she would ever give this up.  Not just for the information she could gather this way, but for the warmth that was the Wanderer, the sense of it being with her.  Supporting her.
The ship didn’t speak to her.  It didn’t communicate through language.  It was… it was so much more.  Emotions, feelings, data, system statuses, and more.  All blended into something she struggled to find words for.
She knew the way she was interfacing with the sensors wasn’t the most efficient way, but she hadn’t had the implants for long and she was still getting used to them.  Over time she was sure it would become more natural.
Not that her implants gave her anywhere near the depth of link to the ship Tarkus had.  He was the Wanderer’s pilot.  Its captain.  With the Wanderer that meant merging part of yourself with the ship.  Not giving anything up, not from what he’d told her, but combining with the ship to create something greater than them both.
Kaira still remembered how sluggishly the ship had responded, by any standards let alone the Wanderer’s, when Tarkus had been lost delving into the memories of past captains.  By contrast, the ship now felt like it was dancing its way through space.  She didn’t have a lot of experience flying ships, but compared with the Basilisk and the Glimmer the Wanderer was almost impossibly far ahead.  Considering all the tales she’d heard of it, she suspected no human-built ship would ever come close.

      ***As the Wanderer drew closer in jump space to another dwarf planet, Kaira grew more and more excited.  The Wanderer was detecting an artificial structure in orbit, as well as jump signatures — signs ships had entered and exited jump space in the area several times recently.
As the Wanderer drew closer it spotted three ships near the structure.  There was a high chance it was a clandestine illegal mining outpost.  Or it might be another PradCorp dark site.  That was the risk she and Tarkus were running when making discoveries like this.  The structure held both significant promise and a similar level of danger.  But the possible rewards meant it was worth checking out.
Should she wake Tarkus up?  No.  He’d left her in charge and told her he was happy for her to make any calls.  Besides, she knew if they got into too much trouble the Wanderer would wake him and he’d be able to take immediate control from wherever he was in the ship.  Even from bed.
A thought struck her, the ridiculous image of Tarkus sitting on the toilet while fighting a space battle.  With a shock she realised she’d shared it with the ship.  She sent an urgent message to the Wanderer to not share that thought with Tarkus.  To her relief, the Wanderer readily agreed.
Shaking off her embarrassment, Kaira sent the Wanderer exiting jump space near the unknown station, though not too near.  For a few moments everything was peaceful.  Then the Wanderer shook as it was struck repeated blows by heavy weaponry.  Whatever the station was, it didn’t want visitors!  And Kaira had dropped the Wanderer right in front of its defences!

      ***Marcia manoeuvred the Phoenix, keeping it in position relative to the huge battleship the locals affectionately called the Bus.  It had a longer name, but no one seemed to use it.
The Bus had been critical in the first few hours of Stormharbour’s rebellion.  It had helped steady an alliance between different factions that would have risked tearing the system apart if they’d fought, and had led the defence against the small but dangerous PradCorp fleet which then arrived to put down the insurrection.
PradCorp and pretty much the entire Stormharbour system had thought the Bus was a museum piece.  That it was decommissioned and posed no danger whatsoever.  That hadn’t been true at all.  A group of retired and soon to retire senior officers had been keeping the Bus ready for action for decades, along with a number of other ships listed as having been decommissioned and scrapped.  Those unexpected ships had been more than sufficient to help Stormharbour withstand the initial PradCorp attack.
The Bus had been instrumental in withstanding the second PradCorp fleet, too.  Though the greatest part had been done by Tarkus and the Wanderer.  Tarkus had managed to establish the physics-bending barrier around the system just as the PradCorp fleet started to arrive.  Rather than facing an overwhelming force, the Stormharbour defenders faced a significantly reduced fleet.  The battle had still been hard, but the defenders had prevailed.
With Stormharbour safe the Bus had received an urgent refit, making it even stronger than it had been before.  Admiral Teramdus, who’d held the system together from the bridge of the Bus during the start of the insurrection, left to get more deeply involved in politics, but the Bus itself was still vital to the defence of the system.
The Phoenix had been assigned to the Bus on a mission to help settle the kids into their roles, and also so they could learn to operate with other ships when needed.
The Bus was just inside the barrier now, positioned to help vet civilian ships which had passed through the barrier.  The alien device Tarkus had supposedly found and then used to create the barrier could also be used to selectively allow ships through.  Marcia had strong doubts about where the device had actually come from, but it certainly operated in the way Tarkus described.
Every ship which entered the system was being scrutinised.  Stormharbour was a safe haven, for the moment, but every ship they allowed in could be a threat.  Once through the barrier ships could travel anywhere within the system, so the Stormharbour defenders needed to prevent any significant hostile force being allowed in.
Three new ships had just been allowed through.  As soon as they cleared the barrier they were told the terms of entry — all crew and passengers had to disembark onto the Bus to be interviewed while troopers checked their ship over.  If they didn’t agree they were welcome to turn around and leave again, but they would not be allowed to remain in Stormharbour.  If they complied, and there were no issues during the interviews, they would be returned to their ship and allowed to proceed.
One of the ship’s identification showed it was from Stormharbour.  The procedure for them was less intense, but a shuttle would sill fly over to confirm the captain was in charge and there were no enemy forces holding the crew hostage.
One of the ships briefly tried to argue, but soon realised there was no give.  If they wanted to enter the system they had to submit.  All three ships agreed and shuttles headed to them to collect everyone and deposit the troopers.
Marcia knew of a handful of ships who’d refused the conditions.  Most had turned and left through the barrier.  Two had turned out to be hostile and attacked the Bus and its escort ships.
Neither had lasted very long or caused any real damage.  PradCorp hadn’t been able to get enough forces into the system at once to cause a problem.  But that certainly wouldn’t stop them from trying.
There were other ways for PradCorp to fight Stormharbour.  The newly arrived Stormharbour freighter was evidence of that.  It had returned with its cargo hold barely half full, telling them it was lucky to get even as much as it had.  PradCorp was working to ensure Stormharbour was cut off from the supplies it needed.  Seeing as it controlled every system for a considerable distance it was in a perfect position to do exactly that!

      ***For a moment Kaira considered trying to handle the fight using just her implants, but she reached out and grabbed the controls instead.  She simply wasn’t familiar enough with controlling the Wanderer that way to use it in a fight.  Though she could still use the connection to gather information and understand what was happening.
The Wanderer responded deftly to her inputs and she felt herself switching into a combat mindset.  And briefly wondered how the hell she’d developed that ability!
Options ran through her mind.  She discarded pushing the Wanderer straight back into jump space.  No other ship could do that without at least five minutes to recharge the jump engines and she didn’t want to give away that the Wanderer was special that way.  Not yet, at least.
She quickly assessed the full situation, the Wanderer helping collate the most important information for her.  The heavy attacks were coming from three mobile turrets, much larger than she’d ever expect to see at any sort of illegal outpost.
The three ships the Wanderer had detected from jump space, all corvettes, were just now activating their weapons and joining the attack on the Wanderer.  And six fighters had just launched from the station and were already turning toward the Wanderer.
Just what the hell had she stumbled into?  What station in the middle of nowhere had pilots waiting in fighters ready to launch at a moment’s notice?  What was this place?
Even as she was lining up to engage the fighters, the most agile threat, the Wanderer was answering her question.  It had detected a significant amount of comms traffic, all of it encrypted.  While the Wanderer couldn’t easily break that level of encryption it could analyse the type.  And the ship was certain it was an encryption used by PradCorp.
What the hell was this place?  There was no sign of any activity on the surface, so she didn’t think it was mining, but what else could it…
“Focus!” she said to herself.  She had more immediate problems.
The fighters were weaving around, lashing out with their weapons, apparently not yet realising that even the big gun platforms weren’t troubling the Wanderer’s shields particularly badly yet.  The fighters’ weaponry was effectively doing nothing.
They probably imagined being so manoeuvrable made them safer.  Kaira swung the Wanderer’s nose to the left, firing on one fighter and blowing it apart in less than a second before shifting her aim to the next.
She pushed the ship too hard and the aim would have swung past the target, but the Wanderer picked up what she wanted to do, rather than what she was doing with the controls, and compensated.  Another stream of fire and that fighter was destroyed.
Kaira mentally sent her thanks to the ship, then turned it on a third fighter, destroying that as well.  It all happened so quickly it took the destruction of a fourth fighter before the two that remained realised they were in trouble.
The two peeled away, trying to evade the Wanderer’s attacks.  Kaira had trouble targeting them, only managing to clip the shields of one.  The Wanderer gently suggested that she let it handle fine tuning the shots.  A part of Kaira wanted to refuse, to prove she could do this herself, but she knew that was stupid so she told the Wanderer to go ahead.
One fighter was destroyed almost immediately.  The last turned and ran towards the station.  In a straight line.  Kaira found it easy to line it up and blew it apart almost immediately.
It struck Kaira that she’d just killed at least six people.  That gave her a slight pause, but she wasn’t particularly upset by it.  They’d been six members of PradCorp.  The six pilots had been more than willing to try and kill her and anyone else aboard the Wanderer without having any idea who they were attacking.  Whatever this station was, she was certain PradCorp wouldn’t have anyone who wasn’t fanatically loyal defending it.
The same went for the ships, the gun platforms, if anyone was actually on them, and the station itself.  And she wouldn’t hesitate to kill all of them if that was what was needed.

      ***Tarkus lay in bed, monitoring what was going on but feeling no need to interfere.  Currently Kaira and the Wanderer were working well together.  There was no danger which needed him to jump in, so he turned his attention to just what they’d stumbled into.
The defences were almost comically overpowered for a hidden station in the middle of nowhere.  He was certain the Wanderer’s assessment was correct and it was something to do with PradCorp.  As to what that was… maybe once the enemy forces were dealt with they could find out more.

      ***Despite how quickly Kaira had dispatched the fighters, the three corvettes’ approach showed they thought they had an overwhelming advantage still, especially with the gun platforms.  Kaira was happy to let them believe that for the moment.
She flew towards the first corvette, incoming fire flickering off the Wanderer’s shields, but didn’t fire back.  Not until she was close.  Then she used the devastating volley fire she’d seen Tarkus use before.  Every weapon on the Wanderer lashed out, hammering into the shields of the corvette, and she followed up with two missiles which struck almost immediately after.
The Corvette’s shields suffered massive failures under the onslaught, allowing the torpedoes to pound against the hull and tear into the ship itself.  Somehow the reactors survived, but the structure of the ship was torn almost in two.
Kaira had already turned her attention to the next corvette, repeating the same trick before this ship had a chance to register what had happened to the first.  This time the attack wasn’t quite so devastating.  The corvette was badly damaged, but not completely destroyed.
The third ship had taken in what had just happened.  It tried to turn away and the Wanderer flagged it was beginning to charge its jump engines.
Kaira smiled.  It would take five minutes to charge them.  There was no way in hell she was going to let it survive anywhere near that long!






  
  Chapter Four


The remaining ship was slower than the Wanderer.  Kaira chased it down, hammering it repeatedly with weaponry rather than using volley fire.  She didn’t even need to use missiles in this type of attack, the Wanderer’s powerful weaponry knocked down the corvette’s shields in a couple of minutes.
The ship tried desperately to evade and kept charging its jump engines rather than diverting that power into the shields, clearly looking to run.  That was futile.  It still had more than two minutes till they’d be charged and the ship’s shields were down.
Kaira unleashed the Wanderer’s weapons once more.  With no shields to stop them they cut deep into the ship, reaching the engines and triggering a devastating reaction which engulfed the corvette.  A few moments later there was nothing but an expanding debris cloud.
The gun platforms were still firing, but were nowhere near hitting the Wanderer.  They’d clearly been designed to take on large, heavily shielded enemies which were too much for the corvettes.  Despite its power, the Wanderer was a small and nimble target.  It moved far too quickly for the gun platforms to track.
Kaira knew they’d be more of an issue if she took the Wanderer in close to take them down.  There would be a lot less space to move through, and a much higher chance of the gun platforms hitting home, and doing it repeatedly.  Even the Wanderer couldn’t soak up that much punishment for too long.  And the closer the Wanderer got on its approach, the more it would be hit.
Kaira considered for a moment, then smiled.  She didn’t have to play by those rules.  She reached out to the Wanderer through her implants, telling it what she wanted to do.  It responded enthusiastically, dropping into jump space then reappearing moments later, almost on top of the gun platforms and behind where they’d been aiming.
Kaira unleashed several volleys of fire at the nearest platform, followed by a torpedo.  The fire blasted the platform’s shields down, the torpedo punched through the nearly failing shields and deeply into the platform before exploding, ripping it apart.
The Wanderer had already slipped back into jump space, but it was still able to detect the platform’s destruction.  A few moments later the Wanderer was back in normal space and the second platform went the same way.
Those controlling the third, whether on board or on the station, knew what to expect now, and had the turret starting to twist.  It did them no good.  It couldn’t complete the turn anywhere near in time.  It had barely managed a third of the distance before the Wanderer destroyed it.
Kaira took a moment to check that no new threats had emerged.  There were none.  Just the floating hulk of the second corvette, which barely had any power anywhere, and the station itself.  Kaira turned the Wanderer and started towards the station.
She wasn’t planning on destroying it.  Not yet, at least.  She wasn’t certain whether they’d be able to speak to those on board or even dock.  If so, maybe she and Tarkus could figure out what needed such heavy security.
She never got to find out.  Thirty seconds after she’d turned the Wanderer towards the station, before she’d even considered firing any weapons at it to neutralise its defences, the entire station was consumed by a massive explosion.  A moment later what remained of the second corvette went the same way.
“What the hell?” she said.
A moment later the controls went slack in her hands.  She sensed Tarkus interfacing fully with the Wanderer, which immediately dropped into jump space.  The ship started flying an ever-widening sphere around the location where the station had been.
Less than a minute later Tarkus walked into the flight deck, moved to the seat to the right of Kaira’s, dropped into it and secured his straps.
“Problem?” Kaira asked.
“A hunch,” Tarkus replied.
“What do you think was on the station?”
“I have no idea.  And that’s why they destroyed it the way they did.  Once you destroyed their defences they knew they were vulnerable to being boarded or scanned.  Whatever they were doing, they wanted to avoid that at all cost.”
“Should I have jumped to the station as soon as we arrived and scanned it?”
Tarkus tilted his head, frowning.  Then he shook his head.
“There’s no reason you would have.  I wouldn’t have.  It’s not like we knew… ah!  There we go!”
Kaira didn’t need to ask what had caught his attention.  She could sense it through the Wanderer.  A small ship.  Very small.  But just large enough to have a jump engine.  She could tell that because it was in jump space, and heading away from where the station had been.
“I thought there might be something like that,” said Tarkus.  “If the station is so critical that whoever was in charge would choose to destroy it rather than let it fall into anyone’s hands, then PradCorp would want to know if anything happened to it.  They had a small ship hiding a distance away while still close enough to see what happened.  Now it’s running straight back home.”
“Could we catch it and disable it somehow? Then ask those on board what they know about the station?”
“I think they’d be highly unlikely to know what was going on there.  Even if they did, I’m certain that ship will have its own self-destruct mechanism primed and ready to activate.”
“We don’t want it to get where it’s going, do we?  Do we force it into normal space somehow and then attack so it activates its self-destruct?”
“No.  I’m not willing to give it that much of a chance.  I’ll line the Wanderer up and destroy it in jump space.”
“Are you sure?  I know how you feel about doing that.”
“Generally I hate it, yes.  But this is a PradCorp ship involved in defending a top-secret station.  Whoever’s on that ship must be absolutely fanatically loyal to PradCorp and not care at all what the Corporation does.  They’d have no qualms about killing you or I.  Or anyone.  I can cope with killing them this way.”
Kaira nodded, and waited as the Wanderer closed in on the small ship.  Once close enough, it unleashed the specialised weapons only the Wanderer had.  Weapons which worked in jump space.
No other ships would even be able to detect the weaponry.  If there were other ships travelling with the target they wouldn’t even know it was gone.  Other than the Wanderer, all ships travelled through jump space alone and unaware of other travellers other than the scars jump engines left on space when a ship entered or left jump space.
A few moments later it was done.  The ship was gone.  And there was nothing left that PradCorp could use to know what had happened to the station or anything around it.
“That’s one,” said Tarkus.  “Now we make sure there wasn’t another.”

      ***After thirty minutes of circling out from the remains of the station, Tarkus announced he was happy there weren’t any more ships that had been stealthily watching the area.
Kaira had spent the time reviewing everything the Wanderer had detected during the brief battle, trying to see if there’d been anything she’d missed which told Tarkus the hidden ship was in the area.  She’d found nothing and figured he must have been relying on gut instinct.
“Time to go back to the planet,” Tarkus said.  “There won’t be anything of the station left, but I want to do detailed scans of the dwarf planet to spot any artificial structures down there.”
“If there is anything won’t they just self-destruct as well?”
“If it’s a base then yes, most likely.  But it might be something else.  I want to see if there is anything we can pick up on, and maybe work out what PradCorp were up to here.”
“Makes sense.  I really want to know what was so secretive and important that they sacrificed so many people.”
“Whatever it was, it wasn’t anything good.  But even if we never find out, the station and ships are gone and PradCorp will have no idea what happened here.  Or whether any information leaked out before the station and ships were destroyed.  Anything which hurts PradCorp and makes them more paranoid makes me happy.”
Kaira grinned.  She couldn’t argue with that!

      ***To Kaira’s disappointment, the scans of the planet revealed nothing artificial or noteworthy.  No reason that PradCorp would have chosen to put a station there.
“It’s possible it was just chosen for its remote location,” said Tarkus.  “Most likely we’ll never know.”
“So we finish scanning this system, then move on to the next?”
“No.  We’ve scanned most of this system already.  With the two before I think we’ve got enough information to be useful to Stormharbour.”
“Do you think it will be enough?”
“It’ll be enough to get them started.  The rogue mining operations will certainly help, but it’s the untouched locations which will be really important.  Stormharbour can turn those into sources of materials for decades to come.  And they should be hard enough to find to not need much protection.”
“None of the locations are much use for food, though,” Kaira mused.
“Not directly, but the resources will let them build more floating farms.  They’ll manage.  Especially as they have a lot of the ex-slaves we freed from a floating farm are offering to crew any that are built.”
“I wonder what PradCorp will think if they realise they were actually training those slaves to be a vital piece in the war effort against them!”
“Nicely ironic, isn’t it?  And unlike on the slave stations, most of the work will be automated.  That means each of the ex-slaves can produce much more food.”
“So, back to Stormharbour then?”
“Yes.  And not just to take the information back.  Marcia and the kids should have their new ship by now.  I want to get back to check they haven’t broken it yet!”






  
  Chapter Five


Admiral Saren-Vex sat on the bridge of her flagship, studying reports on the barrier protecting Stormharbour from her fleet. The investigation had initially been carried out by the vessels of her predecessor’s force. Those that hadn’t vanished, which were all presumed destroyed by Stormharbour. Including the flagship of her predecessor. 
None of the surviving crews had been able to understand what the barrier was, so a larger fleet, including many science vessels and scientists, had been dispatched with Admiral Saren-Vex in charge.  The reports she was reading represented the total findings of all the investigations so far.
What had been discovered?  Nothing!  No matter how it was scanned, the barrier was undetectable by any sensors other than by how it blocked the light from stars.  Almost undetectable.  There was a slight hint of a gravitic distortion, but it was exceedingly faint.
Any attempt to send ships, small or large, or even scout drones simply resulted in them skimming off the surface of the barrier.  Fire from beam weaponry was absorbed.  Missiles tended to bounce off, or if set to explode at the location of the barrier the energy impacting the barrier was absorbed without apparent effect.
Initial attempts to make contact with the surface and drill into it had failed.  It simply wasn’t possible to get any grip on the barrier.  Then drills had been attached to the front of ships, the vessels keeping their engines running enough to keep the drills in contact with the barrier.

      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
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