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          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      Admiral Vorn sat in silence, studying the battle recording as it played out on the screen.  His officers sat to either side, tensely studying both the recording and the Admiral, desperately trying to guess what his reaction would be so they could match their own reactions to his.

      So far he’d let nothing show.  This was the third time the recording had played.  His only reaction so far had been snapped commands to show the recording again.  The pressure was starting to show.  Several of the officers, hardened men who had been through many battles, were sweating.  The Admiral’s temper could be unpredictable at the best of times.  These were far from the best of times.

      The admiral wasn’t a large man.  Most of his officers were taller and more physically imposing.  His black hair was receding, his face slightly harsh looking.  He was well aware of the effect he had on his men.  Normally he played on it, reinforcing their fear and loyalty.  Not now, though.  Now his attention was riveted on the battle before him.

      He watched for the third time as a single trading ship, tentatively identified as the Wanderer, ripped its way through three corvettes and their supporting fighters.  Then the recording jumped, taking his perspective with it.  Now the view showed a firing run on the Wanderer, taken from one of three Banshees as they attacked the trader.

      The Banshees were invisible to any scans and visual identification.  They also packed in far more powerful weaponry than was normal for ships of their size.  The Wanderer’s shields were steadily worn down by firing run after firing run.  The ship was on the brink of being destroyed when it did something impossible.  It disappeared, ripping its way into jump space, which should have been impossible from that location.  Jump space in the area was far too turbulent.

      The recording skipped once more.  The Wanderer hadn’t got far and the three Banshees soon closed in again, having briefly broken comms silence to coordinate their next attack.  Once again weaponry ripped into the Wanderer’s recovering shields.

      The first time he’d watched the recording Vorn had expected the Wanderer to jump again, starting a game of cat and mouse.  What else could they do when under fire from several invisible ships which were tearing down their shields?

      They didn’t run.  They fought back.  Firing volleys in several directions they got incredibly lucky, hitting and disabling one of the Banshees as it reached its own firing position.  The recording shuddered and fuzzed at that point before stabilising.  It came from the Banshee that had been damaged.

      Almost immediately the Wanderer struck at a second Banshee in the same way.  Now there was no question of luck.  Somehow the Wanderer had detected the two Banshees, or worked out where they would be.  This time the Wanderer unleashed everything it had, destroying the Banshee it targeted.

      Next came a short pause.  Not enough to be worth skipping but long enough for questions to come into Vorn’s head.  Then the Wanderer fired once more, unleashing all its weapons and hitting… nothing.  That clinched things for Vorn.  The Wanderer hadn’t been able to detect the Banshees.  It had just calculated their attack pattern, though that was some just.

      Nothing happened for a short while, then the Wanderer disappeared, once again ripping its way into jump space.  Vorn had assumed they were leaving, running, when he first saw the recording.  Now he knew better.  Nothing happened for long minutes then, suddenly, the Wanderer dropped out of jump space.

      It immediately let loose with a vicious volley of fire targeted at apparently empty space.  It wasn’t empty.  Every shot struck the surviving Banshee, overwhelming it within moments.  Vorn watched as it exploded.  There was no doubt.  The Wanderer had somehow located this cloaked Banshee from within jump space.

      The recording ended there.  Whoever had been left alive on the crippled Banshee realised just how bad things were.  They had downloaded everything into a homing device and launched it to drift a short distance away.  Then they had triggered a generator overload which destroyed the ship.  The homing device had activated some time later, after the Wanderer had left the area.

      Vorn stared at the dark screen, deep in thought.  Some of the officers around him fidgeted, but none dared to interrupt.  The technician unlucky enough to have been charged with displaying the recording waited tensely, ready to replay the recording the moment he was asked to.  This time no such command came.

      Vorn knew the Empire had to get its hands on the Wanderer.  The ship had demonstrated several previously unknown abilities including massively powerful shields for her size, the ability to detect cloaked ships and apparently the ability to perform short distance jumps no Imperial ship could possibly match.

      Finally Vorn blinked rapidly and refocused on those around him.

      “Any thoughts?” he barked out.

      Many of the officers shrank back.  They’d been counting on following Vorn’s lead.  Now, not saying anything could be as dangerous as venturing an opinion.  Vorn recognised what was going through their heads but said nothing, certain someone would crack soon.

      Someone did.  One of the junior officers, Fisher, tentatively raised a hand.  Vorn nodded at him to speak.

      “We… ah… we need to find that ship.”

      “Obviously,” Vorn replied coldly.  “And how do you suggest we do that?”

      Fisher turned pale but managed to reply.

      “Well, we can’t track it.  We can’t tell what direction they were heading, and they’ve had almost a day to get clear.”

      “Don’t tell me what we can’t do!” snapped Vorn.  “Tell me what we can do.”

      Now Fisher was shaking, and Vorn’s patience was wearing thin.  Fisher would make a good example, he decided.  An example of what happened when someone wasted his time.

      “Sir… we can work out where they’re going,” Fisher gasped out.  “They had slaves on board the ships.  Lots of slaves.  And they didn’t space them.  So they plan to sell them, or maybe to try to free them.

      “Either way there are only a few nearby locations they could head to.  The slaves don’t have food or much heat in their transports.  They’ll start dying in the next two or three days.  There can’t be many systems within range where they could drop such a hot cargo.  Only the most shady organisations will touch Imperial slaves.”

      Vorn paused for a moment, then nodded slightly.  Fisher sank into his seat in relief.

      “Maybe,” Vorn said.  “Or maybe they just haven’t got round to dumping them yet.  It’s a start, though.”

      “They must know we’ve got details of their ships, and that we’ll be chasing after them,” came a gravelly voice.

      This time it was Captain Brundell who spoke, the only officer not intimidated by Vorn.  Brundell was by far the oldest in the room and bore the signs of a lifetime spent serving the Empire on the front line.  His face was scarred and pitted, his heavily muscled body contained several artificial organs.  One leg was mostly prosthetic, and his left hand was only rendered usable by an external support frame.  The captain treated Vorn with respect, but without fear.  Vorn in turn valued the captain’s knowledge and insight.

      “They’ll want to get those details changed straight off, and to do it well away from anywhere we can monitor.  Otherwise we could work out the name switch and resume the chase.  There’s only one location anywhere near that they can do that.  Desolation.”

      Brundell used his terminal to push the relevant information to Vorn, who brought it up in place of the recording and studied it carefully.  Desolation was a stark system with almost no resources.  It was also the name of a smugglers’ base in that system.  The smugglers believed it was hidden from the Empire.  They were wrong, but no action had been taken so far.  Sometimes it was better to leave your enemies where you could find them.

      “Excellent,” Vorn said eventually.  “And if they do want to free the slaves then that would be the perfect place, if they even know about it.  If not, they might go somewhere different.”

      His gaze slid to the junior officer who had spoken earlier.

      “Foster!” he barked.  “What do you think?”

      The young officer turned sheet white and stammered for a few moments before gulping and taking a deep breath.

      “Sir, we can’t be sure.  We should send ships to the other systems in the region, but it seems likely they'd go to Desolation.  One of their ships launched a boarding action against another freighter, so they were almost certainly pirates.  They must know of another way out of the system, too, one that we don’t.  Otherwise they would have to spend months in real space before all the ships could jump and then wherever they flew to we’d be waiting for them.”

      He stopped, a look of surprise on his face at having answered well.  Vorn smiled inside.  The youngster had shown promise.  He’d be one to keep an eye on.

      “The main fleet is going to Desolation, then,” Vorn said.  “We will send scouts to other nearby systems to spread the word, just in case.”

      Now the other officers started to venture opinions, following the lead he had set.  Vorn let the details wash over him, knowing anything he needed to pay attention to would be spoken in a tentative voice, seeking his approval.

      Vorn reflected on the situation.  They’d been lucky.  The probe carrying the destroyed Banshee’s records would have taken many days to reach Daspal.  By chance it had encountered Vorn’s fleet after only two days.  Having determined the fleet was definitely Imperial, the probe signalled for pickup.  The information it contained had rapidly been escalated for the Admiral’s attention.

      Vorn’s fleet was one of the most powerful the Empire allowed without special permission from, and oversight by, those even further up the command chain.  His flagship battlecruiser, the Starslayer, was accompanied by seven cruisers, fifteen destroyers, twenty-seven frigates and hundreds of smaller ships.  Enough to decimate most systems.  As if that wasn’t enough, the fleet also included a group of seven Banshees, which were amongst the most advanced ships the Empire could field.  The Starslayer was more than it first appeared, too, though few on board knew that.

      Vorn’s original mission had been to destroy a fortified pirate base in a distant system, a mission he chose to abandon the moment he finished watching the recordings of the Wanderer’s exploits.  It was imperative the Empire learn the secrets of the Wanderer’s abilities, and whether other ships existed that could do the same.  Above all, it mustn’t be allowed to fall into anyone else’s hands.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      Jess sat in the pilot’s chair of the Wanderer, watching the mists of jump space sliding past.  As always, nothing else was visible.  Jess knew there were three other ships out there, though.  He could pinpoint their location using the Wanderer’s seemingly unique abilities, but there was no visible sign of them, even where the mists parted.

      Was it just impossible to see in jump space?  Or maybe the other ships were in a slightly shifted dimension, both close by and infinitely far away?  It was impossible to tell.  Under Jess’s control the Wanderer had destroyed several ships in jump space, but using weaponry based upon jump technology so that proved nothing.  If the ship’s engines could access parallel dimensions then so could the jump technology based weapons.

      “Hey, sexy.”

      The voice from behind was accompanied by soft hands rubbing down his arms and a kiss on the top of his head.  Then Ali dropped into his lap, kissing him properly.  Jess responded enthusiastically, letting his hands start to wander.

      After a few minutes Ali pulled back a little, flustered and flushed.

      “Wow,” she said.  “Sometimes you make it too easy to get distracted.  I came up here for a reason.”

      “Not just to see me?” Jess asked, feigning hurt.

      “No.  Well, yes.  But not like that.”  She glanced towards the back of the flight deck, then continued in a quiet voice.  “I’m worried, Jess.  Worried about Dash, and about where he’s leading us.  His men have only just tried to take over the Wanderer.  I know he stood against them, or certainly seemed to, but do you actually trust him?  Enough to risk flying into a base he and his men control?”

      “Honestly?  Not really.  But I don’t see any other choice.  We’ve freed the prisoners on board but the other three freighters can’t do that.  If we don’t get them somewhere safe pretty damn soon people will start dying.”

      “I know but… I’m scared, Jess.  We nearly lost Sal.  You were badly wounded.  Elizabeth and I were lucky.  You managed to fight them off, but only just.  What’s to stop that happening again, but with far more attackers?”

      Jess gave her a squeeze before speaking.

      “I don’t know.  I’m scared too.  When they opened up with those pistols that punched straight through the internal shields you were standing out in the open.  I couldn’t protect you.  That scared me so much.  I can’t imagine my life without you in it.”

      She smiled at that, leaning in for a quick kiss, then pulling back again.

      “I’m scared but I can’t let those prisoners die,” Jess continued.  “I can reduce the risk to us.  The Wanderer doesn’t need to dock.  The prisoners we freed can leave on shuttles, and I should be able to ensure nothing unpleasant is on board when the shuttles return.”

      “Should?”

      “Yeah.  I’d have said definitely a couple of days ago, but those stealth ships made me realise how little I know of the universe.”

      “You and everyone else.  Even Elizabeth knew nothing about them, and that’s pretty much unheard of.”

      Jess smiled and nodded.  Elizabeth was much older than Sal, Ali and he.  Older and far more experienced.  She’d been captain of her own freighter for most of her adult life, and had used it as a base to explore new systems and worlds.  She seemed to know of, and have an opinion on, almost everything.

      Now Elizabeth was flying one of the other freighters, the Steady Light, which she had claimed for her own and nursed back to partial flight worthiness.  Jess was pleased she had the chance to own a ship again, yet disappointed at the thought of losing her advice.

      “Dash hadn’t heard of those ships either,” he said.  “And he was the head of a major pirate organisation.  Or still is, I suppose, assuming the attempted coup by the men he brought with him hasn’t been repeated across his organisation.”

      “And assuming he was telling the truth,” Ali replied.

      “Yeah… we keep coming back to that.  I’ve done everything I can.  We’ll just have to take a chance.”

      “What about those guns?  The ones that cut right through the shields.”

      “I’ve got the ship working on them, but it’s slow progress.  Some sort of energy field is generated around the bullets.  There aren’t that many bullets to play around with.  I think they only came with ten each so that’s ninety to begin with and quite a few were fired.

      “It’s odd, though.  They had advanced combat armour, but they didn’t have any shields.  The fact they carry specific shield-piercing guns means they must face shields quite often.  So why don’t they have shields?”

      “I don’t know.  There must be a reason, though.”

      “Yeah.  I’d feel a lot happier if I knew what it was.  I would ask Dash but…”

      “Yeah.  How about asking Elizabeth?”

      “I’d like to, but I can’t do anything until we finish the jump.  I don’t know how secure any communications with her would be even then.  I really don’t want to give Dash or his forces any kind of tip-off telling them our vulnerabilities.”

      Ali nodded without speaking, deep in thought.

      “Sorry,” Jess said after a couple of minutes of silence.

      “What for?” she asked, surprise in her voice.

      “I’m supposed to be making you less scared.  I’m not doing a very good job of it!”

      “You’re doing better than you know,” she replied with a smile.  Then she leaned into him, pressing against his chest for comfort this time.

      He tightened his arms around her, enjoying the sensation.  It wasn’t enough to remove the lead weight in his stomach, though, the fear of letting anyone onto the ship where they could hurt Ali.  Jess stared out at the mists of jump space once again, desperately trying to think of more ways to keep her safe.
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        * * *

      

      Sal sat on the cold stone floor, leaning back against Markus’ chest and enjoying the warmth from his body and his arms.  Most of the other prisoners were asleep, huddled together for warmth or curled up under any scraps of material they could find.  The air was damp and cold.

      “I love you Sal,” Markus whispered in her ear.  “I want to stay with you forever.”

      Tears started to fall down Sal’s face, and she hugged Markus’s arms closer to her.

      “I love you too,” she replied, turning her head as far as she could.  “But I’m scared.  Sometime soon we’ll be split up.  We’ll never see each other again.”

      Sal suddenly found herself laying on the floor, staring up at a now standing Markus.  Had he just shoved her away?

      “It can’t come soon enough for me,” he said, sneering at her.  “I can’t wait to be away from you, you disgusting piece of shit.”

      He spat on her then turned away, stalking towards the open cell door and the guards waiting there.  Sal lay on the floor.  As the shock faded she curled into a ball, sobbing at the betrayal.

      “Sal…”

      She looked up in surprise.  It was Markus, but not the Markus who had just plunged a knife into her heart.  His face was tight with concern and his voice was soft.  She tried to stifle the sobs, unsuccessfully.

      “I couldn’t leave you, Sal,” he said, still gently.

      Her heart leapt for a moment, warmth filling her body.  Ice replaced it as she remembered his words of just a moment before.  Markus smiled and warmth replaced the ice again.

      He held out his hand towards her.  It took her several moments to realise it wasn’t empty.  It held a gun, so black it seemed to suck in the cell’s dim light.

      “I couldn’t leave you alive.”

      Sal just had time to register his words before the gun fired.  Her body jerked repeatedly as the bullets struck home.
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        * * *

      

      Sal jerked upright, body soaked in sweat and heart pounding.  The lights in her room came on dimly, responding to the fact she was awake.  She stared around for several moments, completely disorientated, before understanding where she was.  Then she vented a string of curses, with the odd reference to Markus thrown in.

      The start of the dream had been based in reality.  Her last memories of her time with Markus came from sitting in that cell.  Well, her last memories of him until a handful of days before.  Despite being a prisoner she’d been happy then.  Markus had returned her love, promised to escape and find her if they were ever separated.  Minutes later they were.  Guards had stormed into the cell, dragging Markus and several other prisoners away.

      There had been no betrayal by Markus, no rejection.  Not then, anyway.  Her path had crossed Markus’s again just a few short days earlier, and she had learnt everything she thought she knew about him had been false.  He’d been an Imperial agent posing as a slave, and she’d just been part of his cover.

      He’d claimed to be someone else when they met again, claimed not to know her.  Circumstances had exposed his lies and ultimately led to his death.  Before he died he’d told Sal what he truly thought of her while under the effects of interrogation drugs.  He’d told her how much disgust he felt for being with her, how he saw her as vermin.

      Now Sal was left trying to pick up the pieces of her life.  The dream had woven together the two conflicting emotions she wrestled with.  The love she still felt for her Markus, even if he hadn’t ever really existed, and the pain and anger she felt whenever she thought of the real Markus.  Or Andreas, as she had learnt his actual name was.

      Often she wished she’d never discovered the truth.  She wished she’d spent the rest of her life in ignorance, nursing memories of her lost love.  Other times she wished it had been her that killed Markus, not Jess.  Anger burning through her veins, she wanted to make Markus suffer, make him pay.  The anger was so strong it scared her.

      And then there were times, like now, when she just felt lost.  So much of her previous life had been ripped away she felt cast adrift.  Sometimes she even missed being a slave.  Then at least life was straightforward, if never easy.  She did what she was told and tried to survive.  Now… well, now everything was so complicated.  So difficult.  What was the point?  What was there to live for?

      She sat on the bed in the dim light, blanket pulled tight around her, staring at nothing as dark thoughts pulled her deeper into depression.
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        * * *

      

      Dash sat on the edge of the bed, mind whirling.  He knew he should sleep but it wasn’t going to happen.  He’d managed three hours before the worries and plans whirling around his head had jerked him awake.  Another two hours of restlessness had convinced him to give up on sleep.

      Chief among his worries was the reception they’d get at Desolation.  He was still shaken by the betrayal of the men he’d brought with him, even as he understood the true mistake had been trusting Hackett too far.  Hackett had stuffed the crew with those willing to betray Dash, and Dash had missed it.  The fact that Hackett and the other twenty men were all dead didn’t lessen the sting.

      Before that betrayal Dash would have been certain of his reception at Desolation, certain he would command loyalty and respect.  Twenty years of effort had gone into ensuring the pirate organisation he headed up remained his to control.  Now, though, he had no idea what awaited them.

      If nothing had changed then he felt confident all would be well.  Desolation was a fallback location, one that held many ships but only a skeleton crew.  It relied on secrecy for protection rather than force of arms.

      Most of those stationed there owed Dash strong loyalty.  They were among those who had joined him in the early days, back when he controlled a small, tightly knit force.  Back when he could take the measure of everyone in his team.  Before everything had gotten out of hand.  Before he’d started his rapid rise to become a powerful player in the organisation, then on to becoming its leader.

      He worried things would have changed, though.  Hackett hadn’t acted alone, in fact he must have been confident of considerable support to risk taking the action he did.  Could those behind Hackett have spread their influence to Desolation?

      It was an obvious target to those who knew of it.  If Dash’s power base was damaged but not destroyed, if he needed to make a tactical retreat, then Desolation was where he would head.  He could be leading Jess and the others into a trap.  One that even the incredible ship they flew couldn’t save them from.

      He couldn’t see any alternatives.  Not if they were going to save the slaves in the other three ships.  That was something Jess and Sal insisted on.  That insistence had reminded Dash of his younger self, that he would once have been just as eager to do the right thing as Jess and Sal were.

      Sal.  Thoughts of Sal streamed through his mind too.  There was no denying it, he found himself strongly attracted to her.  He cared deeply for her.  Dash saw the pain Markus had caused Sal and knew it was partly his fault.  She’d met Markus again purely by chance, and that would have been the last of it without Dash’s interference.

      She should have had a confusing meeting with someone who looked like her lost love.  Any pain would soon have faded.  Instead, thanks to Dash’s manipulation, she had been forced to confront the brutal truth.

      As if all that wasn’t enough, he was undecided about his own future.  If his fears proved unfounded, then at Desolation he’d be able to pick up a powerful ship and a loyal crew.  He could return to heading up the organisation, don the mantle of power once again, then hunt down those Hackett had worked for.  After two decades it was the obvious choice, the reflexive choice.  Yet it felt cold.  Sour.

      Spending time with Jess and the others had reawakened something deep inside Dash.  They’d told him of their plan to cross the Quarantine Zone, somehow, and head for the Wanderer’s home.  The thought of just dropping everything and joining them sent excitement through Dash’s veins.  The chance to see something completely new, to travel without being crushed by responsibility.  And the chance to do some good, real good, along the way.  To make a difference to the lives of others.

      In his heart Dash already knew what his choice would be.  The question now was whether Jess and the others would accept him on the journey.  He wouldn’t blame them if they refused.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 3

        

      

    

    
      Greenseed Station

      

      “Incoming freighter, Sir,” called out the watch officer.

      Marsh tensed immediately, as did everyone else in the control room.

      “Who is it?” Marsh asked, focusing on keeping the worry from his voice.  He needed to project calm confidence, even if he didn’t feel it.

      “One moment, Sir…”

      Everyone seemed to be holding their breath.  Marsh could see the watch officer sweating under the pressure.  He was young, maybe seventeen.  Much too young to be holding down such an important role, but these were far from ideal conditions.

      “Take your time,” Marsh said gently.

      “Yes, Sir.”  The officer threw him a grateful smile.

      Marsh smiled back, hiding the urge he felt to push the youngster aside and run the scan himself.  These were the times he really missed captaining a warship, but those days were gone.  At sixty-seven, his days of military command were behind him.  The Empire had moved Marsh aside, giving him a simpler job running Greenseed station.  A safe position.  One where he could while away time until he retired, never having to face danger again.  He almost laughed at that.  How wrong they’d been.

      Finally the watch officer managed to pull up the identification.

      “It’s the Silver Tramp,” he said, relief in his voice.  “She’s about ten minutes out.”

      Marsh felt much of the tension drain out of his body.  They knew the Silver Tramp.  She’d visited several times in the past few weeks, picking up the food which was Greenseed’s main export and taking it where it was needed.  She was a friendly.

      “All right, everyone,” Marsh boomed out.  “You heard the man.  We know this ship.  She’s a friendly.  You know what to do.”

      The room instantly transformed.  The Battle Stations alert blared out.  Weapons were activated, as were the huge defence platforms floating nearby in space.  Marsh oversaw it all, not needing to take any action.  His people knew what they were doing.  They’d done it enough times, and he’d made certain the most critical functions were overseen by his experienced officers.  Youngsters got assigned to roles like watch officer.  While the information the watch officer provided was critical, if necessary someone else could always take over well before any ship neared the station.

      With everyone on high alert and the massive amount of firepower focused on where the freighter would arrive, there was nothing more to do.  Marsh sat back to wait, trying not to let his own tension show.
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        * * *

      

      As the Silver Tramp eased to a stop at the agreed location Marsh allowed himself a deep breath.  Most of the room followed suit.  The freighter had been friendly the last time it visited, but that was no guarantee of anything.  Its behaviour so far was encouraging, but Marsh wasn’t about to let his guard down.  He’d done that once before.  He was determined not to lose anyone else.

      “Incoming transmission,” the comms officer called out.

      “Put it through,” Marsh replied.

      A large screen flared to life in front of him, showing a middle-aged man with dark skin and fuzzy hair.  Marsh had never seen him before.

      “Where’s the captain?” he snapped out.

      The atmosphere in the control room changed in an instant, going from merely focused to razor-sharp.  Hands hovered over fire controls.  The man on the screen paled.

      “He’s… he’s in sickbay.  A container shifted unexpectedly.  Mashed his leg up badly.  He’s sedated at the moment.  I’m his first officer.”

      Marsh stared silently for a few moments, letting the tension build before he spoke.

      “Well, Mr First Officer, you have a lot of people with very shaky hands holding them just above firing buttons.  I suggest you and your ship don’t give us any reason to feel worried.”

      “Of course!  Of course, Commander.  I promise you have nothing to worry about.  We’re just here to pick up a shipment of food.”

      “The usual amount?”

      The question seemed to throw the first officer for a few moments.  He’d been expecting more of a grilling.  Marsh knew there was no point.  Either things were on the level or they weren’t.  If they were, then great.  If not, there would only be one outcome, the complete destruction of the Silver Tramp.  Finally, the officer managed to nod.

      “Very well.  Hold your position.  The cargo will be delivered into your cargo bay.  Once it's completed, we’ll inform you.  Until then you don’t shift a centimetre.  Got it?”

      “Yes.  Yes, Commander.  And thank…”

      Marsh cut him off partway through, killing the connection.

      “I don’t like this,” he told the officers around him.  “At the slightest hint of trouble, wipe that ship out.  No second chances.”

      Those in control of weapons acknowledged his orders.

      “Get the delivery under way,” Marsh said.  “The sooner it's on board, the sooner we can get that ship well away from here.”

      Not that the Silver Tramp was that close.  Even at full burn it would take a good five minutes to cross the distance to the station, but that was far closer than Marsh liked.  He knew that two members of his team were doing nothing but scanning the Silver Tramp, watching for any sign it had dropped anything, or launched something towards the station.

      The delivery got under way.  It would take nearly thirty minutes to complete.  Thirty minutes of tension and nervous trigger fingers.  Marsh smiled tightly to himself.

      Easy duty my arse, he thought.
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        * * *

      

      Marsh watched as the last of the cargo containers was launched from Greenseed.  A set of automated cargo handlers grabbed each in turn and boosted it out towards the Silver Tramp.  More automated handlers waited out by the freighter, slowing the containers then loading them aboard.

      Those handlers, the ones that made contact with visiting freighters, would remain in position waiting for the next arrival.  None would be allowed to return to Greenseed.  No one was going to risk that.

      Finally the last container was loaded.  The automated handlers pulled away.

      “Open a channel,” Marsh told the comms officer.  Moments later he was staring at the Silver Tramp’s first officer again.  The man looked slightly less nervous than before, but not much.

      “Loading is complete,” Marsh said.  “Use the flightpath we supplied.  Any deviation will lead to your destruction.”

      “Thank you, Commander.  Your generosity will be greatly appreciated.  The food you’ve supplied will save thousands from starving.”

      “And turn you a tidy profit, no doubt.”

      “We… that is… yes…”  The man was completely thrown.  “But only from half of the shipment.  The other half goes to those most in need.  As you always specify.  Do you want payment?  The captain said you always refuse his offers.”

      “No.  We aren’t doing this for money.  And I was unfair to bring that up.  You are taking far more risks than we are, you and those with you.  You deserve to make a profit.  If you didn’t then who would deliver the food to those who really need it?  Anyway, you should be going.  I hope the captain recovers soon.”

      “So do I!”

      The first officer said it with such conviction Marsh smiled a little.  The man seemed on the level, and his nervousness was certainly understandable.  He knew full well how much firepower was pointing at the Silver Tramp, how small a movement it would take to see him and the rest of the crew killed.

      “Safe journey,” Marsh said.

      “Thank you, Commander.  Stay safe.”

      “I certainly intend to,” Marsh replied, then killed the link.

      The Silver Tramp slowly started to move away, sticking to the flight plan exactly.  Marsh allowed himself to relax a little as it built up speed, but was still tense until it finally reached safe distance and disappeared into jump space.

      The relief in the room was palpable.  People joked, smiled and in a couple of cases blinked away tears.  Marsh didn’t blame them.  Even with all their precautions, letting ships so close was terribly dangerous, but the alternative was worse.  Stockpiling the huge supplies of food grown on Greenseed, maybe even destroying food eventually, while hundreds of thousands starved elsewhere in the system and at neighbouring stars.

      Marsh knew he’d never take that option.  No matter the risks, Greenseed would continue to supply the food to prevent at least some of those people from dying.  From starvation, at least.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 4

        

      

    

    
      Jess stared at the others sitting around the living area.  He found himself missing Elizabeth once again, both for her sense of humour and her cutting insight.  So much of his life had changed since he gained his freedom, and kept changing, that the few friends he’d gathered had become vital to him.

      The pain of losing first Matt and then Elizabeth cut deep.  Though at least Elizabeth was leaving on good terms, and deep down he wished her well.  Matt… Matt had been different.  Even now, several weeks later, the pain of that betrayal refused to heal.  He found himself suspecting those around him, watching them for signs of treachery.

      At the moment that suspicion was focused squarely on Dash.  Jess found himself liking Dash, but that just increased his worries.  Dash had already shown himself to be an exceptionally shrewd operator, and to be manipulative, too.  Jess was certain the betrayal by Hackett and Dash’s other men had been for real, but that wasn’t a guarantee Dash could be trusted.

      Ali sat near to Jess, seemingly relaxed.  Jess wasn’t fooled.  He caught the slight tension in her body and the nervous glances she threw at Dash from time to time.  He was certain Dash did too.

      Sal sat away from the others, shoulders slumped.  Jess wanted to go to her, to offer words of support and a hug, but he couldn’t bring himself to.  He just couldn’t think of the right words to say.  Another reason to miss Elizabeth, he thought.  Since joining the ship she’d been there whenever Sal was struggling.

      To his surprise Teeko, was in the room too.  Jess had grown used to the alien hiding away in its room, sunk in gloom over the lack of progress finding others of its kind.  Now, though, it stood in the living area with Ben, the young boy who had been one of the prisoners Jess and the others had freed.

      Somehow, and Jess still hadn’t worked out how, Teeko had managed to get through solid walls to reach Ben.  Investigating that was yet another thing Jess needed to get around to doing.  Since then the boy and the alien had been inseparable.  Standing on all legs, as it was now, Teeko resembled a brown furred table with four legs to a side.  Ben sat on Teeko’s back, arms wrapped around its flexible neck.  Teeko steadied the youngster with one arm.  Ben seemed unconcerned by the sucker tipped appendages Teeko had instead of hands.

      Despite the mystery of how Teeko had retrieved Ben, Jess was pleased it had happened.  Having the youngster around was doing the alien good.  Ben seemed happier too.  He’d been separated from his mother just before being loaded onto the prisoner transports.

      Jess had searched for her as soon as he heard Ben’s story, but she wasn’t aboard the Wanderer.  It was possible she was on one of the other three ships.  They’d know for certain once they reached Desolation and unloaded all the transports.  Jess knew it was unlikely, though.  The Empire seemed to take a perverse pleasure in breaking up groups of prisoners, splitting up friends and family members.

      Telling Ben his mother wasn’t aboard had been doubly painful for Jess.  He’d seen the pain in the young boy’s face, of course, but it had been matched by a deep wound of his own, one that would never heal fully.  Jess had been split from his own mother in similar circumstances when even younger than Ben.  He knew just how much pain Ben was in, and how isolated he’d be feeling amongst the group of adults.  Ben was coping, though.  Thriving even, with the help of Teeko.

      And finally there was Dash.  He seemed calm, despite the sense of urgency which gripped the others.  In only a few minutes the Wanderer would drop out of jump space almost on top of Desolation.  That was possible because there were no planets in the system, and Desolation had only a tiny mass when compared to a natural body.

      Dash had explained it was important not to appear too far out for two reasons.  First, it would make them seem a threat, as anyone with good reason to visit knew better.  Second, the area was heavily mined.  Any attempt to approach from further out would lead to the Wanderer being crippled or destroyed.

      The explanation made sense to Jess but it still felt like an awful risk.  Not so much for the Wanderer, she could jump away again immediately if needed, but for the other three ships.

      “Do you have the codes ready to transmit?” Dash asked, interrupting Jess’s thoughts.

      “Yes,” Jess replied.  “All ready to send.  How sure are you they’ll keep us safe?”

      “The codes are good.  We won’t have any trouble.”

      Jess studied Dash carefully.  He seemed calm, but was that just an act?  Jess reached out to the Wanderer, accelerating his thoughts and making use of the ship’s internal sensors.

      “How can you be sure?” Ali asked aggressively.  “Your men already betrayed you once.”

      “That was a mistake on my part,” Dash said.  “I was distracted when Hackett put the team together.  Desolation is completely different.  The people there were chosen by me.  They’ll have stayed loyal, no matter what else is happening.”

      All smoothly delivered and believable, Jess thought.  He’d even have believed it… if he hadn’t caught the twitch on Dash’s face at the mention of the betrayal.  It had been the briefest of expressions, gone in a heartbeat, but to Jess’s accelerated mind it shone out.

      There were no telltale reactions during the rest of Dash’s statement.  He really seemed to believe those he’d chosen would stay loyal, or that was the impression he gave off.

      “What if they’re gone?”  Ali kept pushing.  “What if they’ve been replaced by the same group that turned on you before?”

      Once again Jess caught a brief flicker of something on Dash’s face.  This time it looked as if he’d taken a bite of something unpleasant.  Then it was gone again, wiped away from one moment to the next.

      “Anyone who tried that would regret it,” Dash said, voice still calm.  “Believe me.”

      Jess thought for a moment.  What should he do?  Should he push Dash or let it go?  He made his mind up.

      “But you don’t believe it,” Jess said calmly.  “I could tell.  You’re worried about the chance we’ll get a hostile reception, and Hackett’s betrayal still stings you.”

      This time several emotions flew across Dash’s face.  Surprise, worry, irritation and anger.  By the time he spoke they’d all gone.

      “Really?  And what makes you say that?”

      Dash’s voice was gentle, but there was no mistaking the steel underneath.  His eyes locked on Jess’s, glaring a challenge.  Jess felt almost physically rocked back and started to look away, feeling cowed.  Then anger flared to life in his chest.  No!  He would not back down.  This was his ship.  These were his friends.  Dash was a guest, and one with much suspicion hanging over him at that.  Jess forced himself to meet Dash’s gaze.

      “This…” Jess said.

      He gestured towards a wall where a screen flashed into life.  It showed Dash in slow motion, the reactions clear on his face for all to see.

      Dash and the others watched the screen.  Jess watched Dash.  Watched him and checked the Wanderer’s defences were ready for action.  He didn’t particularly want to hurt Dash, he definitely didn’t want to kill the older man, but Jess wasn’t going to take any chances.

      For a moment Jess thought he’d need to use the defences.  Anger twisted Dash’s face as he watched the slow motion display of his earlier reactions.  His body vibrated slightly, as if straining to lash out.  Jess waited, ready to fire the weapons the moment Dash moved.

      Then Dash took a deep breath, followed by another.  The anger seemed to drain out of his body.  Jess relaxed slightly as the danger seemed to recede, but left the weapons armed and targeted.  He wasn’t convinced this wasn’t another ploy.  Dash smiled tightly at Jess.

      “I just keep on underestimating you, Jess, don’t I?  You’re right.  Hackett’s betrayal cut me deeply.  I lost someone recently.  Dozer.  My best friend and a great second officer.  Hackett’s betrayal, following so close on Dozer’s death, made me realise how many of those close to me I’d lost down the years, and how few of those now around me I could truly trust.

      “Am I sure those I left running Desolation will be friendly?  Yes.  Am I sure they haven’t been replaced and possibly killed?  No.  And there’s no way of telling without going there.  In fact, I’ll probably have to go into the base personally to be sure.”

      “Why lie?” Sal asked coldly.  “Other than the obvious reason, you seem incapable of telling the truth.”

      Jess didn’t need his mind sped up to see the hurt on Dash’s face at her words.  It must have been clear to the others, though Jess wasn’t sure Sal would let herself see it.

      Dash composed himself and gestured around the room.

      “I’m not exactly trusted.  I don’t blame you.  I led you into great danger, then brought troops aboard the ship who tried to kill you, and yet you’re having to trust me.  You’re having to trust the base is what I say it is, and that you’ll be safe there.  I didn’t think adding my own worries would be particularly constructive.”

      “So you lied,” Sal said.  “Again.”

      “No… well, yes… but…”

      Jess stared at Dash in surprise.  Sal’s attack seemed to have stripped him of all his confidence and certainty, leaving him tongue-tied.  And Jess was pretty sure this was for real.  He almost felt sorry for Dash.  Ali had left him in the same state many times.

      “… it wasn’t really a lie,” Dash finally managed to say.  “The people I left in charge of Desolation really would make anyone attacking them pay a heavy price.  They aren’t invincible, though.  I have no idea how big the movement to overthrow me is.  It’s certainly possible it was big enough to take Desolation.”

      “You must be keen to get back in charge, then,” Ali said in a voice which could only be described as warm if it was compared to Sal’s.

      Dash sat for a moment, weighing up his answer, before speaking in a soft voice.

      “No.  Not at all.  It was never what I intended.  One thing just led to another, and then I had too many responsibilities to stop, to change things.”

      “And now you don’t?” Jess asked.

      “I used to think so, but… no.  There are other ways I can help people, make things better.  You’ve reminded me of that, all of you.  I don’t know what I’ll do yet, but things will be different.”

      “Won’t other people come after you if you do that?” Jess asked.  He was intrigued now, despite himself.

      “Yeah.  I’ll always be looking over my shoulder, unless I can make a totally clean break.  Maybe I could come...”

      “Oh shit!” Jess shouted as a warning chimed in his mind.  “We’re only thirty seconds out from Desolation!”

      Dealing with Dash had distracted Jess.  The others looked shocked, even Dash.  Well, the other humans.  Sometimes Jess could read some of Teeko’s body language, but mostly the alien was a closed book, as it was now.

      “At least we won’t be wondering about our reception much longer,” Sal said darkly.

      Jess just grunted as he forced his mind to its maximum acceleration.  Only seventeen seconds remained, but that was far more time than he needed with his mind accelerated by his implants.  He quickly brought the Wanderer to battle ready status, then reviewed the pattern for dropping out of jump space.

      The Wanderer would drop out slightly after the other ships, putting her closer to the base.  She was far tougher than the three freighters.  If the reception was hostile then Jess hoped to buy enough time for the other three ships to escape before the Wanderer had to jump out.

      Ideally he would have been on the flight deck as they arrived, but there was no time now.  It made no difference to his ability to control the Wanderer, everything was done through the implanted interface that meshed with his brain, but the flight deck had chairs better suited to violent changes of direction.  Jess mentally shrugged.  There was nothing he could do about it now.

      Then he settled down to wait.  With only a few seconds to go he felt the familiar presence of Ali as she activated her own implants.  Sal followed soon after.  Neither spoke.  Nor did Jess, but he drew comfort from having them near, and knowing they would offer advice if he needed it.

      They couldn’t keep up with the speed of his thoughts, though.  The implants they carried in their heads were nowhere near as extensive as Jess’s own.  His implants made him an essential part of the ship.  A terrifying prospect when it first happened, yet something he happily accepted now.  In fact, he found it hard to imagine life without the Wanderer’s presence.  Wherever he went the connection remained.

      Jess’s implants were special, the ship had told him.  Only one set ever existed at a time, used to link the ship and its captain, though captain didn’t do the reality justice.  Jess felt he was part captain, part navigator, part advisor and part biological computer component.  It was a view the ship hadn’t denied.

      Sal and Ali’s implants were much simpler, allowing them to connect to the ship and control robots and drones.  The implants allowed them to accelerate their thoughts, too, though not anywhere near the level Jess could.

      The moment arrived.  The Wanderer tore its way back into real space, just after the three ships it escorted.  They emerged almost on top of the bulky pirate base, a number of combat ships and several wicked looking free floating defence platforms.

      Jess immediately started to send out the codes Dash had supplied, hoping that they could avoid a fight.  He kept his mind accelerated, making sure he’d be ready for any attack.

      Now he experienced the downside of accelerating his thoughts.  The wait to discover whether the codes were accepted or not would have been torture at the best of times.  Now Jess had to wait for what would feel like chunks of an hour to him, rather than seconds, all with virtually nothing changing around him.

      He gritted his teeth.  Whatever happened he was determined to be as ready as possible.  If that meant waiting for hours of subjective time then so be it.  For the sake of his friends, and the ex-prisoners on all four ships, he would wait to see if the response was friendly or hostile… however long it took.
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      Dash tensed as the Wanderer dropped out of jump space, not that there was much he could do.  If they were attacked it would all be down to Jess.  Dash still didn’t know how Jess achieved that control.  Jess, Sal and Ali had been reluctant to discuss it.  Another sign of how little they trusted him.

      Screens flickered to life, showing the base.  Dash had only seen it in person once before.  It looked unchanged.  The core was a long lattice cylinder which was extremely strong despite being more open space than material.  Something like a hundred ships were docked with the core, from fighters right up to a frigate.  Massive weapon turrets projected at regular intervals along the core, packed with enough firepower to see off all but the largest of warships

      At the centre point of the cylinder was the living area of the base.  It was small compared to the base’s total size, but still large enough to hold several thousand people comfortably if needed.  In reality, it rarely had more than a couple of hundred.

      The Wanderer was already in range of the heavier weaponry.  If the codes weren’t accepted then they’d know pretty damn soon.  As they waited the seconds seemed to stretch out almost endlessly.  It felt familiar to Dash.  He’d endured the pause before conflict, potential or certain, more times than he could count.  Still… this was taking too long.

      “I don’t like this,” Dash said quietly.  “If the codes were good we should have received the acknowledgement by now.”

      “And if not?” Ali asked.

      Dash gave a grim smile.

      “Then we’d either be glowing wreckage or plastered to the floor as Jess flew evasive manoeuvres to get us clear.”

      “What’s happening then?”

      “I wish I knew.  The codes must have at least bought us some time.  My guess is there’s some sort of discussion going on.  And that’s bad.”

      Ali went to answer.  Dash expected her to ask why it was bad, but Jess interrupted her.

      “Codes have been accepted.  They’re asking to talk to you, Dash.”

      Jess slumped slightly where he sat.  The strain of waiting seemed to have hit him particularly hard.  Why?  It hadn’t been that long.  Was it somehow related to his control of the ship?

      Dash didn’t have time to follow up on the thought.  A screen in front of him flared to life, showing a familiar face.

      “Knuckles!  Am I glad to see you,” Dash said.

      “Hello, Boss.  What brings you to our neck of the woods?” answered the man with a big smile.

      Dash studied Knuckles for a few moments.  He looked older than the last time Dash had seen him, but it had been several years.  He looked tired, too.  Knuckles was one of the very few left who had been with Dash when he broke from the Empire.

      His real name was Tom Dunton.  Short and with a slight frame he’d been one of the calmest of the troops, renowned for never losing his temper or getting into a fight.  Until one day a bearlike trooper from another squad picked a fight with Dozer…
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        * * *

      

      Normally Dozer could handle himself in any fight, but not when the first hint it was starting was someone hitting him over the head with a heavy chair leg.  Dash had seen the security footage.  The blow was brutal.  It was a miracle Dozer wasn’t killed.

      Dozer hit the ground almost unconscious.  The thug landed two solid kicks to Dozer’s stomach.  The third didn’t connect.  Tom crashed into the attacker, pushing him back a whole step.  The thug grinned down at the man who didn’t even reach his shoulder.  Tom had saved Dozer from a severe kicking, but now he was the focus of the brutal trooper.

      The fight was a complete mismatch.  Tom managed to dodge a hook which would have taken his head off.  Then he sidestepped a brutal jab, but that put him right in the way of another hook.  This one connected solidly with the side of Tom’s head, lifting him off the floor before dumping him down on his back.

      And that should have been that.  The thug clearly thought it was, as he stood grinning.  As Tom fell onto his back he twisted, turning it into a back flip which landed him on his feet.  Without a word he closed on the thug again.

      Another thunderous cross sent Tom ducking, bending down low, but this time he lashed out.  His open palm smashed into the thug’s knee.  Then, on the way back up, he lashed out against the thug’s stomach, chest and the elbow of the still swinging arm.

      By the time Tom stood up straight again, the thug was collapsing.  He ended up on the floor, curled up in agony.  Tom simply walked past him to help Dozer, not even looking tempted to put the boot in himself.

      News of the fight soon spread, and before long someone had hacked into the security system and the whole squad was watching Tom’s exploits.  Someone had commented on how little he looked like a bare knuckle fighter, and that was it.  Tom had a new nickname.  Knuckles.
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        * * *

      

      Looking at the man on the screen made Dash realise just how many years had passed.  It was well over twenty years since Tom picked up his nickname, closer to twenty-five.

      “I was in the neighbourhood and thought I’d look you up,” Dash said.

      “Yeah, right, Boss.  There is no neighbourhood here.  And you’ve turned up with four ships we’ve never seen before.  Are you dragging trouble with you?”

      “You worry too much.  No wonder you’ve lost most of your hair.”

      It was an exaggeration, but Knuckles’ hairline had receded a long way over the years.

      “It’s pretty bad, I’ll give you that.  I’ve lost some in the centre, but there’s still lots clinging on at the sides, thank the stars.”

      “If you say so.  I’m not picking a fight with you.”

      That made Knuckles smile.  The line had become a standing joke after he earned his nickname.  Not that anyone had picked fights with him before.

      Dash struggled to keep his face neutral.  They’d worked out the coded conversation based on Tom’s hair several years before.  The answer had sounded innocuous, but it actually told Dash that the base was under occupation.  The hair clinging at the sides comment was good, though.  It meant that most, if not all, of the docked ships remained loyal.

      “Seriously, Boss, how can we help you?”

      Dash grew solemn.

      “Three of the ships are packed full of slave transports.  We need to get all of them offloaded, set the slaves free, then give them food, water and whatever medical treatment they need.  The Wanderer has a full load too, though they’ve already been freed.”

      “Wow… you don’t do things by halves.  That’s going to be a lot of people.  You won’t want to leave them here.  Best thing would be to offload them directly onto other ships.  Saves moving them twice.”

      “That’s what I thought.  Can we make arrangements to do it straight away?”

      “Sure, I can coordinate that.  Are you coming aboard?  We could catch up over some beers.”

      “Definitely!  Once the prisoners are freed, though.  Knowing how the Empire treats its slaves I doubt we can save everyone, but I wouldn’t feel right relaxing until we’ve done everything we can.  Start working out where you want them offloaded to.  I’ll speak to the four captains and work out how we can get people off quickest.”

      “Sure thing, Boss.  It’s good to see you.”

      “You too, my friend.  You too.”

      Dash killed the connection, trying to decide how much to tell the others.  They didn’t place much trust in him.  Would they believe what he had to say?  Or should he keep quiet and get himself transferred to one of the warships, even if that would mean jumping back into the role he’d played for far too many years?

      Compounding his worries was the thought of Knuckles.  Dash knew that whatever happened his friend would likely end up dead, and it would be because of him.  That was a heavy weight to carry.
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      Greenseed Station

      
      “Incoming ship, Sir,” called out the watch officer.

      Marsh jumped slightly, pulled from a near doze.  He was pulling eighteen hour shifts in the command chair.  There was nothing for him to do most of the time, but he wanted to be there whenever a ship approached.

      The only reason he didn’t spend all his time there, sleeping upright, was that he’d noticed his officers starting to copy the example he set.  While he could get by, dozing in his chair at times if necessary, they needed to be sharp all the time.

      “Who is it?” Marsh asked.  The call and response had almost become ritual now, the words seldom varying.

      “I can’t tell yet, Sir.  It’s small, though.  Too small to be a freighter.  I think it’s a cutter.”

      “Damn.”

      It was a bad sign.  Everyone in the room was suddenly on edge, far more so than when the Silver Tramp had approached.  Marsh felt rocks settle into his stomach.  This was going to be a bad one.  He could feel it.

      “Comms, get me a connection to them,” Marsh snapped out.  “Right now.”

      “Aye, Sir.”

      Within seconds a face appeared on the screen in front of Marsh.  His heart sank.  Staring back at him was a woman with dark circles under her eyes and greasy hair dragged up on top of her head.  The camera was on a wide angle, letting Marsh see six children strapped into the seats behind her.  One looked to be only a year old, the rest were a spread of ages up to five or six.  A couple shared similar features, but the others didn’t look related to each other.

      The woman spoke, tears threatening to fall from her eyes.

      “Thank the stars!  We found you!  We found you!”

      “I’m sorry,” Marsh said gently.  “I don’t know who you think you’ve found, but it isn’t us.  We can offer you food and limited supplies, but nothing more.  Stop your ship immediately and we can discuss what supplies you need.”

      “No.  No, no, no, no, no.  We’ve found you.  Everyone knows about you.  You’ve managed to stay safe.  To keep yourselves secure.  And you’re doing good too.  Giving away food to keep people alive.  You can do it.  You can keep the children safe.  You must!”

      “I’m sorry.”  Marsh’s voice was firmer now, though still soft.  “We cannot allow you to approach.  Slow down now or we will be forced to destroy you.”

      “No.  No you won’t.  You’ll protect them.  I’ll make sure you do.”

      She had a crazed look in her eye now.  The look of someone who had been spread too thinly for too long.

      “Madam, I will not hesitate.  Stop your ship immediately.”

      “No.  I’ll make you look after them.  They can’t control the ship.  Only I can.  They won’t be able to stop and you’ll have to save them.  I know how kind you all are.  Much too kind to let a ship with only young children on be destroyed.”

      She smiled then, a strangely beautiful smile.  The smile of someone finally finding peace.  She smiled even as she stuck the pistol under her chin.  She was still smiling when she pulled the trigger.

      The result was horrific.  Blood and worse flew everywhere.  The woman’s body collapsed.  Most of the children started crying, though one was stunned into silence.  Marsh stared at them, cursing the position he’d been put in.

      He checked the ship’s course, unsurprised to see it would collide with the station.  Not that it made any difference.  Even a near miss would have forced his hand.

      Feeling like his heart would burst from his chest, he killed the video feed.  Tears stung his eyes as he spoke, but his voice was steady.

      “We can’t let them get close, and we can’t take them in.  We would have given them food and supplies.  She left us with no choice.  Destroy the ship.”

      “Captain, we can’t just kill them.  Let me go to them.  I’ll take the risk.  I’ll take them somewhere safe.”

      Marsh looked at his deputy, Alisha Sanders.  He saw she was serious, even though it would mean never returning.  He couldn’t let her do it.  Greenseed needed her too much.  He needed her help too much.  Looking into her eyes he knew those arguments wouldn’t deter her.  It didn’t matter anyway.  It was too late.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.  “No.  You couldn’t reach them in time.  The ship would be too close.  We can’t risk it.”

      “We can’t just kill those children!” she shouted.

      “We have no choice,” he replied, forcing calm into his voice.  “You know that.  Think of all the children we have here.  Think what might happen to every one of them if we let that ship get too close.  There’s no other way.”

      Marsh’s heart went out to Alisha as she wrestled with knowing he was right, while still desperately wanting to save the children.  He couldn’t blame her.  He felt the same way.  If he could find any way to keep them safe, he would… but there wasn’t any.

      “Oh god… what have we become?” she whispered at last.

      The whisper cut to the heart of Marsh where the shouting hadn’t.  What had they become?  Killers of children for no reason other than fear.  Marsh saw the same conflict on the faces of the others.  He knew he had to counter it.  Punching several controls he brought up a composite photo showing many of the children of Greenseed.

      “We’ve become what we had to,” he rasped.  “You know the risks we run if we don’t destroy the ship.  Look at these children.  They are safe right now because we do what is necessary.  I won
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