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      Tina pulled herself hand over hand through the corridor of the Starfighter Manila, floating against a very low pull in the downward direction. Now that the ship had stopped accelerating, whatever pull of fake gravity had dissipated and she floated in near-weightlessness. The feeling was odd.

      In her own ship, she would have unfolded the rotating habitats and a semblance of gravity would have returned. But the Starfighter Manila was very much not her own ship, and giant military ships of the Starfighter class, apparently, didn’t hold with such frippery as artificial gravity. Because that was for weak civilians who liked their coffee to stay in their cups and not float through the cabin, like a ticking time bomb, waiting to meet with disaster in the form of someone’s head or an instrument panel.

      Fancy that.

      The people coming up in the corridor behind her, a pitiful bunch of crew Tina had rescued from Aurora Station, were chatting, some of them excitedly because they had never been to the ship’s bridge, even though some of them had served on board for a long time. Junior crew just did not come to the bridge, the domain of the captain and flight crew. These women worked in the bowels of the ship and stuck to their stations, adhering to stiff military protocol.

      But this was anything but a standard situation.

      And excitement wasn’t something anyone should feel, at least not if they understood their dire predicament.

      Deep shit was an understatement.

      Tina wasn’t looking forward to telling these women that. They’d escaped from a prison cell at Aurora Station, and any freedom was better than being locked up in the dark with a group of others, right?

      Well, maybe.

      She floated through the opening into the open bridge space. The emptiness of the room was in stark contrast with how she remembered the bridges and control centres of any large ship or station she had visited to be.

      The bridge of the Manila was a huge cube-shaped space with control screens along the perimeter. Like every other room in the ship, it had no floor or ceiling, and was designed to be operated from all angles, although there was a ladder in the middle of the room, which seemed to go sideways at an odd angle, but it would go to the direction that was “down” when the ship docked at a station.

      Not today.

      The workstations hung in a loosely arranged cube formation in the middle of the room, suspended from a framework of metal bars that joined up with the sideways-ladder and cris-crossed the space. Each workstation consisted of a Zero-G chair with straps to hold the occupant in their position and one or more work consoles that could be rotated in the desired direction.

      Screens of transparent material protected the command panels in the walls from rogue flying objects—or escaped coffee—when the ship made fast moves. The effect was that the bridge’s control stations sat inside a transparent aquarium-like cubicle, surrounded by screens that flickered with information.

      “Wow,” someone said behind her, a young female voice.

      Tina knew, having served on these big ships herself, that going to the bridge was a major thing for the low-ranking crew.

      Tina let go and floated across to a holdfast post in the middle of the bridge room.

      “Wow” did not describe her current reaction. Her feeling was one of sadness and apprehension. This place was supposed to be busy and bustling.

      But most of the control stations were empty, except for the two most important ones: the first and second pilot stations which faced the opposite wall.

      They were occupied by the only two people in this massive room: Aliz, the pilot, and Evelle, Tina’s daughter, acting as co-pilot. Aliz had to do two jobs: both fly the ship and give instructions to Evelle, who was normally in charge of navigation but now acted as co-pilot.

      There was no one else to do the job. Tina, in turn, had temporarily left her post at the navigation console in order to call the rest of the crew onto the bridge now that it seemed they were safe.

      She was exhausted from the strain of having to guide the ship to safety and learning to use the system at the same time. Tina knew about navigation, but nothing about this giant, powerful, deathly and hugely under-crewed war ship felt natural. On top of that, she’d been out of the Federacy Force for over fifteen years and struggled to remember any of the jargon.

      They needed resources and people.

      That was the predicament they were facing.

      The small band of crew all floated into the middle of the room to the holdfast bay, looking around with wide eyes.

      They were a sad collection of sixteen people, not even five percent of the crew normally on board this ship.

      Aliz swivelled her chair, so she faced the group in the same direction, strapped in to make sure she didn’t float away.

      Some people acknowledged her with nods. Some others looked simply too stunned to do even that.

      Aliz started talking, her voice formal. “Those of you who missed my earlier announcement, welcome to the bridge of the Starfighter Manila. It seems we’ve escaped the station safely, while managing to cool down our overheating engines. Temperatures have returned to normal and we can focus on the next stage. We’re down about two thousand crew, so whatever we do from here on is going to be interesting. I’m Captain Aliz Paduano, one of the three first pilots originally consigned to this ship. The other two rotating pilots, Captain Yoshimoto and Captain Menkman, were captured by the pirates and are not with us. Sadly, they were left behind on the station. I have no idea of their fate. This is Flight Officer Evelle Freeman, filling in as co-pilot, because we have no adequately trained people to do this job, so I’ll be instructing her. In fact, that should tell you all you need to know about our predicament. Evelle and I will take command of the vessel. Because I am too busy to lead our group as well as look after the ship, the first thing we need to establish is who will lead our operation. I would like to propose Tina Freeman, who is the only reason that we got out of the station at all, and yes you heard that correctly, she is Evelle’s mother. I’ll hand over to her.”

      Aliz turned around, attended to something at the controls and swivelled back again while attention of the group went from her to Tina.

      “It’s an honour to lead you,” Tina began. “You don’t know me, so here is a small introduction. I’m Evelle’s mother. I have a son, Rex, who is still at the station, hopefully soon to be joined by the other two members of the party I was travelling with in my private ship. A long time ago, I used to be a Research Officer with the Force, but I left fifteen years ago, and have been running a security business at Cayelle. How I got to Aurora Station is a long story you may hear one day, when we get the time to sit around and share drinks. I left the Force a long time ago, and I no longer fit the characteristics of a Federacy Officer. I’m not going to run around yelling orders. I’m more interested in keeping as many people as possible in this group alive. Make no mistake, that will be hard enough. So I encourage comments and questions—yes.”

      A hand shot up.

      It belonged to a woman with dark hair in a severe bun and a heavy brow.

      “What do you mean when you say our operation? Is there an operation?” She seemed very direct.

      “Before you comment, state your name and function,” Aliz said.

      “Yonta Macmillan, dock control officer. I want to know what we’re doing, since we have far too few crew members to engage with the pirate fleet.”

      “The priority is to take us and the ship to safety,” Aliz said. “We’re not planning to engage with the pirate fleet.”

      “That seems somewhat optimistic. The fleet might engage with us,” said a woman with a loud voice.

      “State your name and function,” Aliz reminded her.

      “Sorry. Sarina DeLeon. Tech Officer second class. Port comms.” She had a head full of springy curls and lively eyes that, right now, looked angry.

      “The safety of the ship and crew is paramount.” Tina repeated Aliz’s words.

      “So, you’re saying we’re going to run,” Sarina said.

      She looked at Tina as if challenging her to argue, but Tina didn’t want to give any of the women the faintest skerrick of an idea that getting involved in a fight with the pirate fleet would lead anywhere good. Not with this ship in its current condition.

      When the silence lingered, Sarina continued, “Where are we going to run to?”

      Tina answered, “I was at Aurora Station because we were underway to Olympus to present information to the Assembly. I would still like to do that. I understand Olympus is this ship’s base.”

      Women looked at each other, uneasy. No one said anything for a while.

      That was clearly not the answer they had expected.

      “So… we’re going to Olympus? Is that the operation?” Sarina asked.

      “Why would we do that?” someone else asked. She didn’t introduce herself. She was quite young, in her thirties, and wore her sand-coloured hair in a ponytail.

      Tina said, “I have some information that I’d like to pass onto them.”

      “And you can’t send it?”

      “Don’t forget to introduce yourself,” Aliz said.

      “Sorry. Lisette Mann. Admin officer. I can help if you need something sent. I mean—is it important enough that you need to deliver it in person? Olympus is the official base of all Federacy ships. We came out of Pegasus and if we’re going back to base, Pegasus would be it, right?” She glanced sideways at Aliz.

      Aliz did not react, because she was looking at something on her control panel.

      Tina hesitated. Was it that important to go to Olympus? Her data was more than fifteen years old. Olympus hadn’t wanted her data, even if it had sat in a box owned by the Force for all that time. Was there anyone at Olympus who would care?

      She said, “It was why I was here with my private ship. I have a crew member who comes from Olympus and was giving him a ride home. I don’t know if it makes sense for this ship to go there. This is why we’re holding this meeting. We need to figure out what to do next.”

      “I don’t think we should flee,” Lisette continued. Her cheeks were red.

      “I agree,” said another, louder voice. “Sorry. Zafira Calhoun. Systems Officer First Class. That’s IT. I don’t know what we’re likely to find at Olympus, but I’d very much prefer to stay as far away from that place as possible because it’s full of  clueless politicians who are as likely to slap some stupid rule on us as I am to accidentally wring any of their necks.”

      Several other women nodded.

      “We can’t leave our crew mates,” another woman said, who also didn’t introduce herself. “I don’t like running. I don’t like abandoning our mates.”

      Others agreed.

      An uncomfortable feeling came over Tina. Yet she understood the sentiment. “I’m not sure that trying to rescue the others is going to be feasible,” she began, picking her words carefully. She didn’t know how much these women had seen of what had happened to most of the Manila’s crew.

      Or if they had seen it, how much they understood. Or even how much they wanted to believe. When Tina had walked through the lab on the way to where the women had been locked up, she had seen all the men and the different stages of their transformation into monstrous beings. She had seen the pirate leader Artan.

      But the women had only seen their mates encased in glass cubicles. Imprisoned. They saw their mates needing rescue. Only the ones they could still recognise. Not the ones whose former identities could only be determined from the crew numbers on their uniforms.

      When Tina had walked through that lab, she’d had the time to work this out. Once they’d escaped from the prison cell, and the others had been with her, there hadn’t been the time for them to wander around, for her to explain or show them.

      It was a truth many would find hard to accept.

      “I think we should sneak into the station to rescue as many of them as possible,” said another woman. “Then we will have more crew to fly the ship.” She glanced at Aliz.

      “Mention your name and function, please,” Aliz reminded her.

      “Sorry Clodine Vermont. Weapons tech officer.”

      She met Tina’s eyes in a defiant look. She wore her sand-coloured hair in a tight bun.

      “I understand your solidarity with your mates,” Tina said.

      “Understand? They are our family.” Her eyes were fierce. “We should always be there for them. We would expect them to do the same for us.”

      “We are going to need help before we can take any meaningful action.”

      “Like what sort of action?” Clodine said. “What does that even mean? Who is going to come to help us? No one else is in this area. Our ship wasn’t captured here. The pirates towed us here, because this is their patch of space. I’m not leaving our mates here.”

      “For one, we can’t sneak into the station unnoticed. We can hardly rock up in this ship or the fighter craft in the docking bay.”

      “Isn’t that what the fighters are for? Fighting? We’re a fucking war ship.”

      “Randomly attack a civilian station and cross our fingers that we don’t kill the population? There are close to a million people on Aurora Station.”

      “Who said we were going to do that? We’re not dumb. We’re trained military officers.”

      “Yes, in managing the kitchens and admin.”

      “Who are you to tell us what we can do? You know nothing about us.”

      “Stop arguing!” Aliz called out.

      Everyone fell quiet.

      Aliz continued, “You will not interrupt Tina. And also, I will tell you that taking the fighters to the station is futile. They can’t take passengers. They’re too small and don’t have the right docking capability. We have no one to fly them. And the ship is likely to have sustained damage when the engine overheated. We might be able to make evasive manoeuvres if needed, but we’re not going to risk a conflict by doing stupid things. No one will be fighting anything.”

      This was followed by a deep silence.

      “Whatever we do, we need to be extremely careful,” Tina said, in a milder tone. “We may have one chance at going back for the men, if we think it is feasible and desirable.”

      “Of course it is desirable,” several women said at the same time.

      And then Yonta said, “Are we supposed to vote on who is going to lead us?”

      “Do you have a problem with Tina?” Aliz asked.

      “I’d rather that one of us got the job, because this person would understand what we want. I’d volunteer to take the position.”

      Some of the women nodded.

      One of the men, who had been silent this far, said, “Yeah. I agree.”

      Tina looked from Aliz and Evelle to Yonta and the other women and the three men.

      She let out a breath. “I don’t mind. If you think it would be better—”

      Aliz interjected. “I’m the highest-ranked officer on board. If you don’t like it that Tina leads the group, then I will do it. This is a Federacy Force ship and we’ll follow Force rules, which state that in an emergency, the highest-ranked officer will be in charge of decision-making.”

      “Then why get a non-Force person to lead us?” Yonta said.

      “Because Tina knows the area, and she knows more about the pirates than all of us combined. And, as I’ve already said, I’m occupied with the ship, so I don’t want to do it.”

      “She doesn’t understand us.”

      “Tina is ex-Force. She understands that lower-ranked troops do one thing: follow orders. She tried to be friendly and treat you on an even footing. But since that hasn’t worked, you can listen to her, or listen to me, and without me, no one is going anywhere. It’s up to you. There is only one thing I will absolutely not stand for, and that is endangering this ship and losing any more crew. Whatever we do, I’m open to suggestions, as long as we adhere to those two things, and as long as we’ve listened to the advice of people in our group most likely to know what they’re talking about.”

      Her words echoed in the large space. Evelle found something to do on a control panel. The women glared at Aliz, Tina or each other.

      For a long time, no one said anything.

      No one challenged the leadership. Did that mean Tina was still in charge?
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      Well, that was a rude reminder of how things went in the Force.

      Tina had been dumb to start by asking questions. Asking questions was a thing you did when you were on an equal footing. When she was still at Project Charon, she would do it in the lab because everyone there was motivated by science and asking questions was what scientists did. Of course she wouldn’t do it with the general station hands. You just told them what they needed to do, and they did it.

      Somehow she’d forgotten how officers used to joke at each other to never let the troops lead the way, because you’d end up at the nearest watering hole.

      She didn’t know why she’d forgotten. Because people outside the military weren’t continuously looking for ways to do less, get laid or get drunk?

      This was a crash course in reminding her why she left. Or why she never signed up for a position of active duty, but stayed in Research instead.

      Well, this was a brilliant start.

      She steeled her voice.

      “Before we decide what our next step is going to be, we will do a full inventory of all our skills to see how we can make best use of them. I would like you to state your specialty and your name and the function you had on the ship. I’ll make notes and compare this against the ship’s crew records.”

      “Why not just get it from the crew records?” Sarina asked.

      “Because if you possess any unofficial skills, I want to know about those, too.”

      “Like knit jumpers or run a marathon?”

      “Anything. Please don’t be smart.”

      “I think she means operate machinery we’re not licensed to,” Zafira whispered loud enough for Tina to hear.

      “And then report us to headquarters?” Sarina scoffed.

      “If you’re doing something that doesn’t pass muster, it should be reported,” Tina said. “If you spent a bit of time thinking about it, you might figure out why.”

      Heavens, she’d heard morale had sunk pretty low in the Federacy Force, but hadn’t quite thought it was this low. Save their mates so that they could protect each other. Not against an enemy, but against the bureaucracy.

      Evelle took out her pad to make notes.

      When no one volunteered to start their introduction, Tina pointed to a random person in the group, a young woman with blonde hair and lots of freckles.

      “Starting with you. State your name, your function, and any skills you have.”

      “Are we meant to give rank?” the woman said. Boy, she sounded really young and terrified.

      “You can, but it’s not going to do us any good. We’re all in this together, so we might as well forget about ranks for the time being, providing everyone can act like adults.”

      Yonta glared at her. She had obviously already decided to make Tina’s life as hard as possible.

      The young woman said, “I’m Gisele Dubois. I’m a kitchen hand. I do the washing up and stuff. I don’t have any special skills. I just signed up because I needed a job.”

      Next came Zafira. “I already introduced myself. My name is Zafira Calhoun. I work in IT. I run engine diagnostics all day. I’m unbeatable in 3D pool.”

      A few women chuckled. It was like they still didn’t realise how serious their predicament was.

      Another dark-haired woman said, “I am Miriam Abadi, Junior Technical Officer. I work in logistics operations, mainly recycling.” She was quite short and sturdy, with a thick mop of curly hair that escaped her bun on all sides.

      The next woman said, “I’m Rae Yang. I’m a doctor.” She was by far the oldest of the ship crew, tough and wiry. Her black hair was peppered with grey. She met Tina’s eyes and nodded. She was going to be useful. Tina would ask her to check out the men.

      “I’m Clodine Vermont, I work in weapon systems.”

      “I’m Margot Ford. Cook.” Tina was already familiar with Margot, a dark-skinned woman with a smiling face and broad hips.

      “Sarina DeLeon, port comms. I know about communication.”

      “Cally Bennardo. Supply Officer.” She was also older. Her voice sounded very sure. “That means I do lots of puzzles of how things fit together.”

      “Lisette Mann, admin officer, as I said.”

      That left the three men, who had barely said anything since entering the room.

      “What about you?” Tina asked, looking at the first man.

      This man held onto the post next to Miriam, and Tina remembered Miriam getting upset about him lying in a pirate’s stasis pod. He was sturdy and had dark hair.

      “Vito Pellegrini. Health Officer.”

      “You’re a nurse?”

      He grinned, showing uneven teeth with a corner broken off one of his front teeth. “Oh, I wish. I could have my hands on these beautiful women all the time.”

      Everyone seemed to think that was funny.

      “I see you’ve recovered quite well,” Tina said, remembering the sarcastic tone that many officers took when someone tried to make fun of them.

      “I’m as good as new,” Vito said. “It’s amazing what a long sleep can do to you.”

      “Glad that you enjoyed it.”

      Tina met his eyes squarely. If he was going to joke, she had an endless supply of lame comments she’d perfected on Janusz and other stickybeaks at Dickson’s Creek.

      But he seemed to shrink.

      That reply hit home.

      She said, “Our group appears to include a medical officer, so if you experience any lingering issues, I suggest you see her.”

      He glanced at Rae while remaining silent.

      “I’m serious,” Tina said, now also looking at the other men in turn.

      Out of the three, Vito seemed to have recovered the best.

      It gave her hope that they had stopped the transformation process early enough and all of them would recover from having been infected with the alien parasite DNA dust.

      “But I repeat, you’re a nurse?” Because that would be handy.

      Everyone laughed. Miriam put an arm around Vito’s waist and patted his chest with her other hand.

      Yonta gave her a sharp glance. Most of the ships of the Federacy Force had a non-fraternisation policy. When Tina and Dexter married, they had to ask for special consideration. These two were pushing the boundaries, and some clearly didn’t appreciate it.

      But Tina had neither the authority nor the inclination to say anything about it. If it helped Vito recover, let him be with his girlfriend.

      “He’s a cleaner,” Yonta said. She didn’t actually roll her eyes, but her voice sounded like she wanted to.

      “Yo, I keep your mess tidy.”

      “I don’t make any mess.”

      A tense silence followed.

      Did Yonta get along with anyone?

      “What about you two?” Tina asked the remaining two men. Neither of them had said anything. They hung back from the group, as if they didn’t want to be here.

      She nodded at the first man. He was thin and tall, as was typical for people who had grown up in space. His sparse hair was grey-blond and stood out at odd angles.

      “Stan. IT.” He sounded as disengaged as Tina remembered IT people to be. They mostly didn’t want you to bother them because they seemed to think that general users of computer systems were stupid.

      “Do you have a last name, Stan?”

      “Sankowki.”

      “Well, welcome, Stan.”

      He didn’t reply.

      Then only one man remained who hadn’t said anything yet.

      Tina asked, “What is your name? What skills do you possess?”

      “Gerry Scott,” the man said.

      He looked kind of burly and scruffy, with too-long hair and unshaven cheeks. He held himself in place by crossing his arms in front of his chest and around one of the holdfast bars across the cabin.

      “What is your field of work?” Tina asked.

      “I work in the docks. I do stuff when ships are arriving. You wouldn’t understand.”

      Oh, here we had the “dumb woman” trope.

      “I might ask you to try me at some point.”

      He gave her a wary look.

      “Do you have any extra skills that might be useful to us?”

      “Not that I can think of.”

      Great. The group represented one of the most sorry collections of flotsam that she could imagine.

      While Tina and the others had spoken, Evelle had been taking notes. She had created a table of names and skills.

      Tina looked at her notes, as if something she didn’t already know would spring up. The situation was depressing. The group didn’t include anywhere near enough people to undertake any activity at all. They didn’t even have any of the right people.

      “So what is this plan, if I may ask?” Yonta asked.

      “I don’t know yet. We have to assess the options,” Tina said.

      Talk it over with Aliz, discuss what they possibly could do.

      “The choices are not that difficult, are they? Go back for the rest of the crew or forget about them and carry on?”

      “We will assess the options,” Tina repeated. “We’ll consider the feasibility of each. I’ll present the conclusions. Then we’ll decide.”

      But expressions hardened and brows furrowed. Tina hated her own wishy-washy words, but didn’t know what else she could say that didn’t sound like “we’re doomed.”

      “The decision will be made with the safety of the crew in mind,” Aliz said. “As Tina says, we’ll first consider all the options.”

      There was little reaction from the group. Clearly, it was a matter of wait and see for them. If they liked the proposal, they might cooperate. It was time to end the meeting.

      “Thank you for coming. I think we all need some rest and a little time for deliberation.”

      “Yeah, I better do some cooking, I bet you’re all hungry,” Margot said.

      One by one, the group members left the room.

      Miriam hung back until the others had gone. She said, “I’m sorry about what Gerry said. I don’t understand why he’s so cranky. He’s normally a very helpful fellow, a friend of Vito’s.”

      Tina hadn’t noticed troublesome behaviour from Gerry. She was worried about Yonta.
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      After the women had left, a heavy silence hung over the bridge.

      Aliz had turned her attention to the controls.

      “Is that Yonta always such a handful?” Tina asked.

      “She has a bit of a reputation of being a bitch at the docks,” Aliz said.

      Evelle said, “But she is very good at her job. Highly competent. She has earned her right to be a bitch. I would never dismiss what she said out of hand.”

      “I don’t dispute that. It’s just that she seems to be deliberately stirring the pot.”

      Tina very much didn’t want to mention words like disobedience and disrespect, but in the time she’d been at Project Charon, behaviour like Yonta’s would have earned someone a stern warning.

      Evelle said, “I still wouldn’t discount what she says.”

      “What about other people’s feelings towards her? Are they likely to agree with her?”

      “Quite likely they are, at least the basics.”

      “You mean—they want to go back to Aurora and rescue their mates, never mind that many of them are probably dead and others were taken off the station?”

      “Something like that.”

      “But how can they fail to see that we can’t make any kind of impression with our small group, and that is if miraculously, we can approach the station without being shot, because everyone will know who we are? If we have any chance of going back, we’ll need to wait for reinforcements.”

      “They might know you still have people at the station you might want to rescue as well.”

      Rex, Finn, and Thor.

      Tina felt sick.

      Yes, she did want to return to Rex. She wanted to join up with Finn and Rasa in her ship the Alethia and wanted to be on her way. But things didn’t always turn out the way you wanted, and she wanted to do silly harebrained things that endangered the people she cared about even less than leaving the system and trusting that they’d meet up somewhere else at some other time.

      Aliz continued, “The women are still in shock. Eventually, they will realise that we can’t fly the ship with as few people as we have. So they’ll want to return to pick up those crew members.”

      “I thought there was an option to wait for reinforcements?”

      “There are unlikely to be any, and they know that.”

      “Why? Did you hear anything from the fleet? Are they too far away?”

      There had been no opportunity to talk about other Federacy ships. Tina presumed Aliz had informed her superior in a far-off fleet about what had happened and had asked for help.

      Aliz touched something on the control panel, and several screens before her joined up into one large projection.

      “Look at this,” she said.

      She moved her fingers around, making a point track across the image.

      She drew a small circle in the projection. That area enlarged.

      “This is a feed I’m getting from our surveillance drone.”

      The view showed a star field with a few larger specks that were just recognisable as artificial structures. Tina recognised the shape of Aurora Space Station.

      Several small specks were hanging around it. She also knew that in this type of projection, the Federacy ships would display the codes next to them.

      “Are those all pirate ships?” she asked.

      “They could be anything. This feed is not even sending me any probable suggestions. For all I know, they could be merchant ships waiting to be allowed to dock at the station, or they could be hostile. I don’t want to make any guesses about their identity.”

      She shifted the focus to another area, well outside the reach of the waiting fleet.

      It showed an asteroid field.

      “Some ships of the pirate fleet are hiding in here,” she said. “This is where they came from when they attacked us. We can’t see how many are in here because the ships are small, and there may even be secret bases inside this field that don’t show up in our information either. Who knows?”

      She shifted the focus of the projection again, showing one ship in an otherwise deserted field.

      “I’m guessing that is us?” Tina asked.

      “That’s correct. If you peer out the window, you might be able to see this large asteroid that’s quite light in colour.” Aliz pointed.

      “Then where are the Federacy ships? You said you were with the fleet when you were attacked.”

      Aliz zoomed the projection out again now. A couple of highlighted spots appeared right at the edge of the image.

      She pointed. “These are the closest ships. They’re the sad remains of our fleet, but they’re only a supply ship, a couple of crew ships, a surveillance ship and a fighter carrier ship. They’re at least three weeks away. We were captured and towed to Aurora from there.”

      “But certainly the carrier would still have their fighters?”

      “They do, but they’re on the way out, because they lost most of their crew in the attack, and they’re afraid that if the pirates get hold of the ship, they will steal all the fighters that they don’t have the crew to defend. Then we’ll be in worse trouble than we are now.”

      “So, essentially, there is no one to assist us?”

      “Pretty much, at least for the time being.”

      Tina breathed out heavily.

      Evelle said, “We must save ourselves, whatever form that’s going to take. Because no one is going to do it for us.”

      Tina said, “So what about we give Yonta the command? If that keeps the peace in the group.”

      Aliz shook her head. “That would be an exceedingly bad idea. It’s you or me. I don’t have the time, and I know nothing about the situation at the station.”

      “But normally the ship’s command is not in the hands of the First Flight Officers.”

      “No, it isn’t, but normally the command board makes decisions about the ship. Most of them are not flight officers. One of the flight officers sits on the board. And the board takes our advice seriously. The captain makes the final decision.”

      Tina drew the obvious conclusion. “And we’re missing the captain.”

      “Yes. She’s no longer with us.”

      A visible shudder went through Aliz, so Tina didn’t ask further. She was still baffled by how the pirates had overwhelmed this huge and powerful ship.

      Aliz continued, “The position of the ship’s captain is important both to the leadership and morale of the crew. No, I don’t want Yonta in that position. She divides rather than unites. I understand they want to save their mates, but they fail to understand the risks and that they can’t just rush into the station, grab the prisoners and rush back out.”

      “Then how about we get a few others on an executive board to do a better job of explaining this to them?” Tina said. “For example, Rae. She is a doctor, and she is part of the crew. She may be in a position of trust to speak to them.”

      “You’re going to run into trouble no matter what,” Aliz said. “Yonta is a powerful and outspoken figure. Most people on board the ship don’t express their positions strongly. They’re not the personality type. They’re in the military. They’re not paid to have opinions. They’re paid to follow orders.”

      Tina said, “Just between you and me, if I need to lead this team, I’d like to know what the risks are of taking the ship anywhere. Apart from the obvious—that we don’t have enough people to achieve anything—I suspect there is secret technology on this ship, isn’t there?”

      Aliz hesitated. “There are some things that the pirates would love to get their hands on. That they’ve been trying to get their hands on already. We have several new and powerful weapons, like our XC7 cannons, and they would also be interested in our engines. Mostly, they would be interested in our habitat regeneration plant.”

      That was always the issue on board stations and ships. But habitat regeneration on a warship?

      Aliz continued, “Mind you, it’s not working very well at the moment because we don’t have the people to maintain it.”

      Great. Add another problem to all the ones they already had.

      “So your priority is to keep the ship out of the hands of the pirates?” Tina asked.

      “That is correct. Not just the pirates. Anyone else.”

      “I’m someone else.”

      “Barely.”

      Tina wasn’t sure about that. And there was also the matter of her friends on board the Alethia and the fact that she wanted to rejoin them as soon as possible. Although then she would need to say goodbye to Evelle, and she didn’t want to do that either.

      She continued, “And I guess a secondary priority is to make sure you have enough crew to fly the ship safely.”

      “That is also correct.”

      “And you’re definitely opposed to going back to the station?”

      Aliz let out a deep sigh. “I’m absolutely opposed to any risky missions to save crew we don’t even know are still alive. As for going back to the station in some form… we may not be able to avoid it.”

      “Do you really think that this is all the crew want? To go back to their mates?” Tina asked.

      “Yes, they do. You have to understand, their mates are everything to the crew.”

      “Oh, I understand how everyone in the ship really relies on each other.”

      “No, things have been quite dire recently, politically. A lot of lost trust and stupid decisions made in the high command, following the orders we’ve had from the Federacy Assembly headquarters, which have been strange and contradictory. Many people also have lost faith in the Federacy’s ability to lead themselves out of this crisis, and the Force has been seen as being too close to the political side of things.”

      “Any more than usual?”

      Tina thought about the building at Olympus next to the Assembly’s headquarters, with its forbidding stone-columned facade. The Federacy Force had a rotating leadership on six-year terms. From Tina’s memory, the leadership change happened about two years ago. She stopped following the
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