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      “You!  Get over there!” the guard barked at Jess, clouting him on the side of the head for emphasis.

      Jess stumbled forwards, then broke into a reluctant jog.  He’d seen the guards whip and beat other prisoners for not moving fast enough.  Ahead, several guards in heavy armour waited with two prisoners, and the remains of a third.  They all stood near the side of a small spaceship which was a hundred metres long and thirty wide at its widest.  It was only high enough for a single deck.

      The dead prisoner had been ordered to open the ship’s airlock but had set off a booby trap.  Stuck at the front of his group of prisoners, Jess had seen far more than he wanted of the death.  As the man had manipulated the door controls a blast of electricity had been unleashed, ripping through his body.  At least it had been fast.  Over the past four days Jess had seen many of his fellow prisoners die as they set off traps, most quickly but some lingering in agony until a guard grew tired of the noise and put a bullet in their head.

      They were working their way through a series of vast hangars each filled with ships, from tiny one person flitters through to immense mining vessels.  At least that’s what some of the prisoners said they were called.  Jess had been born a prisoner, grown up a prisoner.  At sixteen he knew he’d die a prisoner.  Like most of the others his aims in life were to avoid being punished too often, to get enough food to survive, to keep going.

      Not everyone felt that way.  A few tried to escape.  Normally those who hadn’t been born prisoners, who had memories of freedom.  It was hopeless.  Every prisoner was fitted with a control collar.  At the slightest sign of a revolt any guard could activate the collar of every nearby prisoner.  Jess didn’t know how they worked, just how it felt.  Like a million insects biting and burning their way down every nerve.  Some people screamed, some couldn’t.  All dropped to the floor writhing in agony.

      Distance offered no safety, the guards just increased the range until the running prisoner’s collar activated – in the process taking down every other prisoner within range.  The punishment for those trying to escape?  Other than the pain from the collar, nothing.  Nothing from the guards.  Punishment was left to the other prisoners, to those who’d suffered when the collars activated.  Few tried to escape more than twice.  Repeat offenders were almost always killed or crippled by the other prisoners, who valued avoiding punishment from the collars far above a fellow prisoner’s freedom.

      It wasn’t all stick.  Sometimes there were rewards, like now.  A month on special rations for anyone managing to help make three ships safe.  Meat for every meal, even real vegetables.  A feast compared to the prisoners’ normal fare.

      Not as easy as it sounded, though.  Jess had no idea who the previous owners had been, but they’d been determined to protect their collection of ships.  Many groups of prisoners were working to gain access.  Hundreds had died already, just that Jess had seen or heard of.  Now it was his turn to step up.

      Walking past the guards he studied the two prisoners already by the ship.  The closest was an old man, powerfully built despite his age.  His face and arms were covered in scars and burns.  Life expectancy for prisoners was thirty to thirty-five.  The man looked well past that already, which probably meant he’d been captured in the last few years.  The other was a woman maybe eight or ten years older than Jess, dirty face already creased with wrinkles.

      Jess stopped by them, trying to ignore the charred and still smoking corpse on the floor.  A guard stepped forward and shoved him towards the ship.

      “Open it!” he told Jess.

      Jess glanced at the other two.  The girl looked away, the man spread his hands.

      “We’ve already cleared one ship,” he said.  “You’re the trap fodder at the moment, like barbecue boy was before you.  They’ll save us for the tricky traps inside.”  His face softened slightly.  “Be careful, kid.  Take a little extra time.  You look like you’ve got more smarts than the last one.  Use them.  You’ll need his pry bar.”

      Jess nodded.  The bar was needed to open jammed doors and, in theory, to deflect any electrical blast safely into the floor.  The body grasping the bar showed how well that worked.  Jess took a deep breath, stepped to the smoking corpse and, with a shudder, prised the metal bar from charred fingers.  It came free easily; if it hadn’t Jess was sure he’d have lost the meagre contents of his stomach.  Standing, he turned to face the airlock.

      The ship seemed different from the others Jess had seen in the hangars.  Where most were blocky, often with garish paint jobs, this one was smooth, streamlined, and silver all over.  No access panels, no warning signs, no external pipework.  All that broke the side he looked at were the faint outlines of the airlock and a lock panel to the right of it.  The panel where the booby trap had been set.

      Jess peered closely at the lock panel, taking care not to touch it.  It was a standard looking access system, with a number pad to enter the combination and a display above.  Wires ran from it to a cracker unit which showed a long series of digits.  Had the last prisoner just got unlucky?  Mistyped a number?  Jess reached out to start typing, then paused.  Somehow the panel looked wrong.  It seemed to jar with the rest of the ship.

      Stepping back a little he studied the ship’s side again, following the outline of the airlock.  To the left, at shoulder height, he found a slight indentation in the hull.  He reached out gingerly and pressed it, body tensed.

      Nothing happened.  Jess let out a shaky breath.  Then he noticed that the outline of the door seemed a little clearer, and as he watched the entire door slid sideways revealing a small airlock.

      “Well done kid,” said the older man, stepping forwards and clapping Jess on the shoulder.  “Plenty of room for the three of us.  The guards won’t come in with us, not until we’ve finished clearing the main traps from inside.  Come on.”

      The man stepped into the airlock.  Jess stepped in to his left, the girl to his right.  The outer door closed quickly, leaving them in darkness.

      “Matt!” the girl’s voice snapped out.

      “Sorry,” muttered the man, Matt, flicking on an electric lantern.  “Wasn’t expecting the door to close that quick.  Hope the inner door opens soon, the air in here won’t last long.”

      “Yeah, thanks Matt.  Like this doesn’t suck enough without thoughts like that.”

      “Sorry, Sal.”  Matt turned.  Jess could just make his face out.  “Hey kid, what’s your name?”

      “Jess.”

      “Jess.  Well Jess, I’m Matthew, Matt normally, and this is Sal.  You seem to have some smarts so maybe you’ll be around long enough for us to need your name.  Or stuck in this airlock long enough to need it.”

      “Matt!” hissed Sal.  “You know I hate the thought of getting trapped on one of these ships.  Can you please shut up!”

      Before Matt could reply the inner door drew back smoothly, so quickly that Jess, who had been leaning on it, stumbled out.  Matt stepped out next, holding the lamp up, followed by Sal.

      Jess looked around in wonder.  The only ships he’d been on before were prisoner transport barges, all bare metal and dirt, stinking of fear and filth.  This was a different world.  The room they were in was the width of the ship and about twenty metres long.  It was sparklingly clean and completely empty, lit by gentle lighting in the ceiling.  A door to their right led towards the front of the ship, another to the left led towards the back.  Matt turned off the lantern.

      “Be careful,” Matt said.  “Just because it looks empty doesn’t mean there can’t be traps.”

      They took a few tentative steps, then a sharp beeping made Jess freeze in place.

      “Relax kid,” laughed Matt, pulling a radio off his belt.  “We’re in,” he said into it.

      “What took you so long?” came the crackly reply.

      “The inner door didn’t open for a while.  We just got into the main ship.”

      The radio stayed silent for a few seconds.  Suddenly burning pain slammed through Jess’s entire body.  As his muscles all convulsed he dropped to the floor.  He lay there for several seconds before he realised that the collar had turned off almost as soon as it had been activated.  As he climbed back to his feet the radio crackled into life again where Matt had dropped it on the floor.

      “Just a reminder that you aren’t safe in there,” came the guard’s voice.  “Now get on with it.”

      “Bastards!” muttered Sal.

      Jess climbed back to his feet and glanced at Matt for guidance.  The old man gestured right, to the front of the ship.  Jess started to walk towards the door, taking each step carefully.  He reached it without incident and stood studying it.  This time there were no obvious controls, nothing like the fake number panel by the airlock.  Looking closely he made out a small indentation to the left.  Taking a deep breath he reached out and touched it.  With a soft hiss the door slid open, revealing a short passage with another door at the end.

      “Hang on, kid,” Matt said.  “There’s something strange here.”

      Jess turned to look at him.

      “Too clear?” asked Sal.

      “Yep,” replied Matt.  “Every other ship has been littered with traps every step of the way.  We should have found at least a handful already.  This ship is different.  Why?”

      “Maybe because they couldn’t get in here,” said Jess thoughtfully.

      “Sure.  And yet you walk up, press the wall and the ship just opens up for you?”  Sal said scornfully.  “Right.”

      Jess shrugged, not saying anything.  He still felt he was right.  Matt stood deep in thought, Sal paced edgily backwards and forwards.  Finally Matt sighed.

      “Well, we won’t solve this mystery by standing still, and our lords and masters outside will be getting twitchy fingers on the collar controls again soon.  Sal, this is where you take over.  I reckon the flight deck must be beyond that door and we don’t want Jess setting off anything that wrecks it.  You’re up.”

      Grumbling under her breath Sal pushed past Jess, walked to the end of the corridor and studied the door before pressing the wall to the side.  Nothing happened.  She pressed again, harder, then several times in succession.

      “Nothing,” she called back over her shoulder.  “Dead.  Or locked.  Doesn’t want to open either way.”

      “Let me look,” said Matt moving past Jess into the corridor.

      He reached out to press the door control, again nothing happened.  Jess moved a little closer and the door from the main room slid shut behind him.

      “Shit!” Sal shoved past Jess, reached out to palm the door control and let out a shuddering breath as the door opened again.

      “You OK?” asked Matt.

      “Yeah.”  Sal nodded shakily, though to Jess she looked anything but OK.  “Getting shut into small spaces once too often!”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t have volunteered for this job then,” Matt said, then chuckled.

      Sal snorted but didn’t bother to reply.  Jess had been studying the door and panel while they spoke.  Now he reached out and gently touched the door control.  The door slid smoothly open, revealing a small flight deck.

      “How the hell did you do that?” Matt asked, startled.

      Before Jess could reply, red flashing lights came on around them and a siren started to blare.  Bolts of electricity arced out from the walls, grounding through them.  Sal let out a brief scream that ended with her choking.  Jess was choking too.  He wasn’t getting burned as he’d expected, but he couldn’t breathe.  He scrabbled at his throat, trying to break free, to get some breath.  His fingers found purchase and he pulled as hard as he could, collapsing to the floor and drawing in a deep breath.  After a few seconds he heard the other two also dragging breath rapidly into their lungs.  The siren stopped and the flashing red lights were replaced by the soft white light.

      Jess stared at what lay on the floor, then tentatively reached up and touched his neck.  He felt skin, nothing else.  The control collar lay on the floor in front of him.  That shouldn’t be possible; once fitted any attempt to remove a collar led to it activating, and all collars within fifty metres doing the same.

      Jess turned to look at the other two.  Sal had both hands against her neck, staring eyes wide at her collar on the ground with a smile on her face.  Matt had a face like thunder.  He looked up, catching both their gazes before speaking.

      “We’re dead,” he said flatly.

      “What?” spluttered Sal.  “Why?”

      “That’s why.”  Matt gestured at the collars.  “We’ve found a way to get them removed.  The guards won’t allow that story to get out.  The moment they see us, we’re dead.  If we step outside so the rest of the prisoners can see then they’re all dead too.”

      Sal and Jess sat shocked, the truth of his words sinking in.  Matt looked up and around at the ship.

      “Not even like we can make a run for it in this thing.  We’d have to find a way out of these hangars and dodge everything they can throw at us.  If we got out they’d hunt us down like dogs.  Though…” a grin spread across his face.  “If we’re dead anyway, we might as well have some fun.”

      He pushed himself to his feet, kicked his collar aside and made his way into the flight deck.  Jess and Sal followed.

      The flight deck was simple, one seat set at the front with two banks of two behind it.  The seats were padded, comfortable looking.  The front seat was clearly for the pilot, a joystick and a totally blank display board showed that.  There were no windows.  The walls looked like they might be screens, though they were dead now.

      Matt sank into the pilot’s chair, grasped the joystick and tried tapping the blank area in front of him.

      “Nothing.  Totally dead.”

      His shoulders sank.  A few seconds later the radio burst into life.

      “Get back to the airlock and open it now.  It won’t open for us.  You have sixty seconds before we activate the collars.”

      “On our way,” Matt answered.  He flicked off the radio and continued.  “Well, that’s good news, at least.  Now we can starve in here, or die of thirst, or open the airlock and get shot by the guards.”  He thumped the blank panel in front of him.

      “Matt,” Sal said softly, resting a hand on his shoulder.  “Let Jess have a try.”

      “What?  Why?”

      “Because the ship seems to be responding to him.  He opened the outer airlock.  We couldn’t open the door to get in here, but it opened first time for him.  What have we got to lose?”

      Matt sat thinking for a moment then stood, smiling lopsidedly at Jess.

      “All yours kid.  No pressure.”

      Jess looked from one to the other, thoughts tumbling over each other.  What did they think he was?  He wasn’t anything special, just one more prisoner.

      He slipped into the pilot’s chair carefully.  Nothing happened.  He grasped the joystick.  Again nothing.  He reached out, touched the blank panel in front of him.  Still nothing.  He tried resting both hands flat on the panel.  The controls remained dead.

      “I was so sure,” muttered Sal.

      “Never mind.  It was worth a try,” said Matt.  He clapped Jess on the shoulder.  “Don’t blame yourself kid, it was always a long shot.  Now we need to decide whether to open the airlock or not.”

      Jess slumped back in the chair, arms resting on the arm rests.  As his hands touched the black material a shock ran through them, almost like they’d been bitten.  Before he could say anything the ship started to come to life around him.

      First the walls, screens flickering into life.  Images appeared showing the hangar, the other ships, even the guards and prisoners outside.  Then the board in front of him lit up.  Most of what he saw made no sense, but an outline of the ship from the side and above drew his eyes.  It was mostly red, with some yellow.  The only green section was the front, the flight deck.  That was changing.  Areas flickered from red to yellow to green.

      “She’s powering up,” said Matt, disbelief in his voice.  He grabbed Sal in a bear hug.  “You were right!  You were right!  The ship is reacting to the kid.”

      Jess sat staring at the displays in front of him, mind reeling.  Feeling dizzy.  Outside he could see the guards starting to rush around, pointing towards the ship.  Something was happening.  The radio crackled into life.

      “Where are you?  What are you doing?” the voice sounded worried, panicked even.  “Get down here and open the airlock now.  The ship has just started to vibrate.  Get down here now or else!”

      With a grin Matt replied.  “You sound a little concerned out there.  I’m afraid we’re quite happy in here, and it’ll be a cold day in hell before we let you in.  Oh… and don’t bother with the collars.  We’ve taken ours off.”

      They heard splutters of disbelief at the other end, before Matt turned the radio off.

      “Boring bunch,” he said with a grin.

      He sat down in the left hand seat behind Jess, gestured for Sal to sit to his right.

      “Right kid, get us out of here.”

      Jess was still sitting stunned, barely aware of his surroundings.  He felt dizzy and… strange.  Heavy.  He couldn’t put his finger on it exactly but he felt… well, wrong.  He jumped as Matt’s hand rested on his shoulder.

      “Sorry to hurry you kid, but they’re shooting at us, and they’re bringing up some serious firepower.  I can see a plasma cannon and heavy-duty laser cutter already.”

      Jess grabbed the joystick, tried pulling it back.  Nothing.  Forwards, sideways.  Still nothing.  He started to panic.  The other two were depending on him and he couldn’t do it.  Looking at the screens he could see a heavy-duty wagon being turned so that the device on its back pointed towards them, towards the flight deck he guessed.

      “I can’t do it!” Jess wailed.  “It won’t respond.  I’m sorry.”

      Matt tightened his grip on Jess’s shoulder.

      “It’s OK kid.  It’s OK.  You’ve already done wonders.  At the least we’ve given them a good scare, and when they fire that thing they’ll wreck this ship.  Not bad for three lowly prisoners.”

      “He’s right,” said Sal softly.  “It’s not your fault Jess.”

      She leant forward, kissed him on the cheek.  Jess felt his heart skip a beat, surprised to receive kindness from his two fellow prisoners rather than condemnation.  He gritted his teeth.  He wanted to save them.  He wanted them to survive.  Watching the screen he saw the weapon powering up, preparing to fire.  He wanted to protect the other two, wanted to throw himself in front of the blast and shield them.  The weapon fired.

      Jess felt the blow as if it had struck the side of his head, a mild stinging sensation which quickly faded.  Looking at the display showing the ship there was now a glowing outline showing green around most of the ship but yellow around the flight deck.  As the stinging subsided the glow around the flight deck faded back from yellow to green.  He decided the display was showing the status of the shields.

      “What is this ship?” Matt shouted.  “That was a plasma blast!  A combat ship ten times this size wouldn’t be able to deflect a blast from that close.  Damn!  Look!”

      Sal and Jess looked where he pointed.  Several large ships were flying down the hangar towards them.

      “Raptors.  The weaponry on those things makes the plasma cannon look like a pinprick.  It’ll probably vaporise everyone outside the ship too.  Even the guards.  Shame.”

      Jess stared at the approaching ships as Matt’s words sank in.  He wanted to get away, get his new friends away.  The closer the ships came, the more he wanted to get away.  Suddenly the floor lurched, Jess was pressed down into his seat by acceleration, and the view on the front screen swivelled around.  Another surge of acceleration and they were moving.

      “Well done, kid!” yelled Matt.  “I think I’ve figured out what this display is,” he continued, pointing at a cluster of moving points near the left side.  “It seems to be showing other ships.  The smaller dots are the Raptors.  God, there’s at least another twenty closing in.  And those larger dots… what the?”

      Jess glanced over his shoulder.  Part of the cabin had flowed out in front of Matt to form a board, and displays were coming on across it.  Matt’s puzzled expression was replaced by a huge grin.

      “I like this ship,” the old man muttered.  “Let me see… that’s the scanner, this looks like a viewer.  If I do this… yes… oh… oh no.  That’s bad.”

      “What?” Jess asked, focus back on the screens in front of him.  Several of the Raptors had opened fire and he was jinking the ship to avoid giving them an easy target.  He was using the joystick, but was getting the definite impression the ship was responding to his thoughts rather than the physical action.  He wasn’t going to start experimenting whilst being shot at, though.

      “There’s much heavier ships moving in, some of them barely fit in here.  They’re really serious about stopping us.  We’re caught in a ring of ships.  If we try to break out they’ll chop us to pieces.”

      “This thing got any weapons?” asked Sal.

      “No use,” said Matt.  “There’s way too many of them, and some of those ships are monsters.  I can see hundreds of ships closing already.  Shame.  This has been one hell of a ride.  Still, better to die free than live a prisoner.”

      Jess wasn’t so sure about that.  Matt was an old man, Jess still had a lot of life left.  Prisoner or not, he’d been counting on a lot more years.  He felt a sharp pain in his leg as a Raptor’s blast caught the rear of the ship, felt a tingle as another blast just missed.  He shouted as two more blasts struck the ship’s shields.

      Almost without his realising, more and more knowledge of the ship had been filtering into his mind.  Now he became aware of the flow he realised it was the cause of his dizziness, of his not quite feeling right.  Something new came through.  A way out.  An exit.  Four or five more shots struck the ship despite his best efforts, twenty or thirty passed nearby.  Jess didn’t hesitate.  He reached out and grabbed the exit, dragging the ship through.

      The screens went blank for a few moments then flickered back into life.  All showed the same thing, a deep blue mist with wispy strands of a lighter blue all lit by a soft internal glow.  Every few seconds a crackle of lightning discharged.

      “Holy shit!” Matt swore.  “We’re in jump space.  It’s just not possible.  You can’t jump from inside a gravity field or inside a station.  It’s impossible.”

      “Then we’ve done the impossible,” laughed Sal.  “Don’t you understand?  We’ve made it!  We’re free!”

      “Not yet.  I spent most of my life on ships.  They’ll have tracked our entry vector.  Ships will soon be following us, not the ones that were chasing us but they must have more outside of that place.  Their sensors won’t work here but the moment we punch through to real space we’ll leave behind a huge disturbance which they can detect.  They’ll drop into real space right behind us.”

      “So?  We’ll just change direction.”

      “Not possible.  The jump engines shove us through into this… I don’t know, whatever this is.  I just know it as jump space.  I never learnt the theory behind it.  As well as breaking through they give us a kick in the right direction.  Once the ship is in jump space the thrusters are useless.  The jump drive too, its only purpose is to break us back to real space when needed.”

      “Can’t we drop out and quickly jump again, before they can turn up to track us?”

      “No.  Sorry.  It won’t work.  Each jump damages the skin of real space, it can take days for the damage to vanish.  Until it does it’s like a signpost, pointing the direction we took.  It’s like a fingerprint too.  Each ship’s drive leaves a different pattern.  On top of that, it takes time for the jump engines to charge again.  We’d be sitting ducks while we waited.”

      “But we can stay here?  They won’t find us?”

      Matt smiled sadly.

      “Yes.  For the moment.  But with no food and water we can’t stay for long.  Also we don’t know which direction we jumped in, the longer we stay the further we go and the harder it will be to work out where we emerge.  We might end up stranded in the void between the stars.  We’ve got no star charts, no idea where to go.”

      Several quiet minutes passed, each of them sunk in thought.  It was Matt who broke the silence.

      “That’s odd.  The scanner is still working.  Look.”

      Jess glanced at his version of the scanner.  Matt was right, he could see the dots representing ships.  Thirty or forty at least.  All following behind them.  Some of the dots were immense.

      “Well, aren’t we the popular ones?” joked Sal.  “They really want us back.”

      “Or this ship,” muttered Matt.  “Or more likely both.”

      Jess studied the scanner.  Matt was right, all the ships were following.  They all seemed to be travelling at the same speed, too.  If Matt was right and the sensors on the other ships didn’t work here then it would be so simple to lose them, if only the ship could change direction.  A ninety degree turn to the left would do it, would leave the ships heading completely the wrong way.

      As soon as the thought formed, Jess was pressed into the right side of the seat as the ship’s nose swung left.  A few seconds later the pressure eased off.  A glance at the scanner confirmed what he’d felt.  The pursuing ships were now shown to their left, but they were dropping behind.  He could sense Matt and Sal tensely studying the display too.  Neither said a word for the next few minutes as the chasing ships moved further and further away without deviating from their original heading.  Finally, as they started to disappear off the scanner, Matt let out a whoop of delight.

      “We’ve done it!  My God, we’ve done it.  Do you understand?  We’re free.  Free!”

      He broke down, tears running down his face, sobs racking his body.  Sal moved to comfort him, while Jess sat dazed.  He couldn’t really take it in.  When very young he’d dreamed of escaping, of getting free.  As he grew older those dreams had been crushed out of him.  Now it had happened and all he felt was numb.  It was too much.  He couldn’t take it in yet.

      After a few minutes Matt regained his composure.

      “Sorry kids.  I dreamt of getting free, being able to live again, every night since they took me prisoner.  Actually achieving it is almost too much to bear.  Come on, the ship will be fine for a while.  Let’s go explore, see if there’s any food or water on this thing.  Then we can decide what to do.”

      Jess went to stand up, to lean forward, found that he couldn’t.  His back and head were stuck to the chair.

      “I’m caught on something.  Can you see what?” he asked.

      Sal leaned forward to look, then let out a cry.

      “My God!  Matt, look!”

      “What?” Jess asked, scared.  “What is it.  Why can’t I move.”

      Matt let out a curse.  Jess started to try to pull free, but Matt quickly took hold of his shoulders to hold him in place.

      “Don’t move boy.  Please.  Hold still for a moment.  There’s some sort of web between you and the seat.  Now don’t panic, but it looks like some strands are going into your head.  Like you’re being linked to the ship.  How do you feel?”

      Jess took a ragged breath, trying to slow his hammering heart.  “A bit dizzy.  My head has been tingling.  I’ve been feeling pain when the ship was hit.  And I seemed to just know things about the ship.  What’s happening to me?”  He started to struggle again, but his head was locked firm.  He could turn to the sides a little, but not move forwards.

      “Steady.  Steady!” Matt’s hands pressed down on his shoulders again.  “If those are connected into your brain then ripping them out could kill you.  Take it easy.”

      Jess felt himself relaxing, but not at Matt’s words.  A warm feeling was spreading through his body, easing the tension from his muscles as it went.  He felt an image, a feeling, pushing into his mind.  It wasn’t his thought, wasn’t trying to disguise itself as coming from him.  It came from the ship, he was sure.  The image was of him being held safely.  Being cared for.  What was happening was to help protect him.  He relaxed some more.

      “It’s OK, I think,” he said.  “Really.  It’s a bit scary, but I’m sure the ship doesn’t want to hurt me.  It’s doing this for me, to help me somehow.”

      Sal gently stroked the side of his face, studying him closely.

      “You sure?” she asked.  “It’s definitely you saying that?”

      Jess went to answer, then closed his mouth again.  Gave the question some thought.  Then nodded, as much as he was able.

      “Yes.  I’m still me.  The ship is… reaching out to me, I guess.  It’s trying to connect me to it, but no more.  It’s not trying to control me or anything.”

      She stared hard at him for another few seconds before nodding.

      “OK.  But I’m not leaving you on your own.  Matt, go explore.  Tell us what you find.  I’ll keep an eye… I mean, I’ll keep Jess company.”

      As Matt headed back to the main room she crouched down, reached out, taking Jess’s right hand in both of hers.  The way she looked at him brought a lump to his throat.  His memories of his mother were vague but he remembered her using that look.  He gave Sal a smile then closed his eyes, letting the rush of information from the ship wash over him again.
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      Jess blinked his eyes, waking from a pleasant dream.  He’d been floating in warm water, in a deep blue sea, with a warm sun beating down on him.  A strange dream as he’d never been on a planet, never even seen a lake, let alone a sea.

      He stared blankly at the screens and displays in front of him for a few seconds before remembering where he was.  He glanced at the displays again and they seemed to snap into focus.  He knew what most of them were at a glance.  Scanner, ship’s status, generator flux.  Some he still looked at with no understanding but he felt they weren’t important, not yet anyway.  He reached a hand up to the back of his head slowly, paused, then touched.  He felt the web of strands still connecting him to the chair.  They were warm to the touch, not slimy as he’d half expected.  Slightly rough.  Touching them caused a tingling in his head; not painful, but a little unpleasant.  He let his hand drop down again.  The process didn’t scare him so much now.  He understood it was necessary, part of the ship’s efforts to bond with him.

      He heard steps behind him and looked over his right shoulder to see Sal approaching, carrying a steaming mug.

      “Here.  Take this,” she said.  “Careful though, it’s hot.  It’s also delicious.  Hot chocolate, Matt calls it.”

      Jess twisted and took the mug from her.  As he did so he realised his head was no longer held against the back of the seat.

      “I can move,” he said.

      Sal smiled at him.  “You’ve been out of it for quite a while, four or five hours.  The web has grown some more.  I don’t think you can get off the seat but you should be able to move around more.  It doesn’t seem to be stuck to your back any more, either, just to your head.  How are you feeling?”

      She was still smiling but Jess could see the worry in her eyes, in how she held herself.

      “I don’t feel too bad.  Actually I feel pretty good.  Well rested.  All this still feels a bit strange, but I’m sure the ship doesn’t mean any harm.  It’s doing this for a reason.”

      He paused to take a sip of the drink.  Delicious sweetness filled his mouth, together with a slightly bitter undertone.  He quickly took a larger sip, burning his tongue.

      “Wow!  Ouch!”

      Sal chuckled.  “Careful.  I burnt my tongue three times trying to drink it too fast.  It is something special isn’t it?”

      “Where did you get it?  Are there stores at the back of the ship?”

      “Not quite.  We’ve had an interesting few hours.”  Matt’s tone was dry as he joined Jess and Sal.  “First of all, you won’t recognise the main room.  Ah… that is… umm… sorry…” he stumbled to a halt, remembering that Jess couldn’t leave the chair he sat in.

      Jess chuckled.  “You’ll just have to describe it to me.”

      “Um… yes… well, when I went back before you fell asleep it was still just an empty area, and the rear door wouldn’t open.  I spent a few minutes looking for any hidden doors or controls but there weren’t any.  Just the same indentation the other doors have, and that didn’t do anything.  I came back to tell you both but you’d already fallen asleep.  I explained to Sal, decided to go take another look and found the door from the flight deck wouldn’t open.  We were stuck.

      “Must’ve been in here ten, maybe fifteen minutes.  I was starting to consider waking you up but Sal was against it.  She thought you needed the rest.  Then, suddenly, the door slid open.  I went back and the far door opened too.  I stepped into the main room and couldn’t believe my eyes.  It had completely transformed.  There are two big, comfy sofas and four chairs, all facing a large screen.  A big table and chairs with space for twelve.  It’s narrower, though, most of the right side – opposite the airlock – is sectioned off now.  A door there leads into a small corridor which has three small rooms, each with a bed, side table and lamp.  There’s also a small toilet and shower area.  Each of the rooms had a few clothes, nothing special but a damn sight better than prisoner overalls.”

      Jess noticed for the first time that Sal and Matt were wearing different clothes; dark blue trousers and shirts.  The colour wasn’t that different to the near rags prisoners normally wore, but the clothes were clean and new.

      “And in the main area there’s this device that… well… it seems to create food and drink somehow.  I’ve never even heard of anything like it, but it’s made us several drinks and a meal already.  I don’t see how it could have stored the fresh food anywhere.  The hot chocolate seems the most popular so far.”  He smiled.

      “It’s wonderful,” Jess said, sipping some more.

      “Speaking of which, that was supposed to be mine.  I’m going to go get another,” Sal said, heading back.

      “You’re looking well kid,” Matt said.  “Especially considering…” he gestured at the top of Jess’s head, words failing him.

      “Especially considering the ship has decided to wire me in?” asked Jess with a grin.  “Don’t worry.  Please.  I’m sure it doesn’t mean me any harm.”

      “You think it’s alive?  Conscious?  Aware?”  Matt stared intently at him.

      “I’m not sure about alive, but aware?  Yes.  Though not exactly.  It’s hard to put into words.  It’s like there’s a large chunk of it missing, the part that decides.  The part that takes action.”

      “And is that part going to be you?”

      Jess nodded.  “I think so, yes.  Not in a sinister way.  It needs a pilot, was designed to obey the needs of someone.  It’s not trying to take me over or force me to be a part of it.  It’s more like it’s trying to make itself an extension of me.”

      “And that doesn’t scare you?”

      “Scare me?  It’s terrifying!  But I don’t feel like I’m in danger from the ship.”

      They sat in silence, staring at the blue mists floating past the screens as Jess sipped his way through the chocolate.  Sal came back with her own mug, but didn’t break the silence.

      By the time Jess finished the mug his eyelids felt heavy and his head started nodding forwards.  Matt took the mug and Jess was asleep again within seconds.
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        * * *

      

      Jess was woken with a start by a rasping snore.  Turning in his seat he saw Matt sprawled behind him, head back, mouth open and snoring loudly.  Jess smiled at the sight, and sounds, feeling tension drain out of him.

      Turning back, he started to run his eyes over the displays to check the ship’s status.  Then realised he didn’t need to.  Closing his eyes he reached out, feeling the status, seeing it in his mind.  The ship was functioning, but in a very low power state.  It had depleted most of its reserves at some point in the past.  Powerful as it seemed to Jess, it was only a pale shadow of what it could be.

      Stretching his thoughts out Jess felt the ship respond, felt it mesh perfectly with his mind.  He wiggled the course back and forwards slightly just by thinking about it.  Felt the powerful jump engines as they did something Matt had thought impossible, almost as if they were his legs.  Felt the strong tingling of the shields around himself, and the weaponry come online.  Aiming felt like moving his arms, the weapons locked to where he pointed.

      Opening his eyes, he pulled himself back with some reluctance.  He was still aware of the ship, of its status, but now he was back in his own body.  A body that was decidedly stiff.  Stretching, he pushed himself up, turned and took a couple of steps.  Then he froze.  The web!  It was gone!

      He reached up and touched the back of his head.  Hair.  Skull.  Nothing else.  No stickiness, no holes.  Yet he could still feel the ship in his head.  Closing his eyes he reached out for the ship again, linking with its limited mind.  He called up a view of the cabin and saw himself standing as if in a trance.  With a thought the view changed, was overlaid with temperature and other scans.  Now he could see into his head, could see the silvery threads and nodes that formed an intricate lace netting interwoven with his brain; linking him to the ship without the need of a physical connection.

      Now he understood.  The web had been a temporary measure, allowing limited linkage and forming the bridge for the permanent connection to be grown.  Jess marvelled at how calmly he was taking this.  He realised it wasn’t new to him.  He’d been made aware of all this whilst he slept.  Still, finding it out, facing up to it, was quite a shock.

      With a thought his vision shifted to Matt, studying the old man.  Matt’s brain was completely free of the growths.  Whatever was happening was reserved for Jess alone, apparently.  Fascinated, Jess studied the flows of electricity across Matt’s brain as he slept, panicked for what felt like seconds when he realised there was no heartbeat before the ship sent a soothing wave with the knowledge that he was thinking far, far faster than normal.  What felt like long seconds later this was confirmed as the old man’s heart gave a lazy beat.

      Jess let his new senses range further over Matt, finding himself drawn to the left lung, to a fist sized mass that seemed wrong.  Cancerous, the ship confirmed through the link.  Likely to be fatal within a few months.

      Jess pulled back into his own head with a start, tears blurring his vision.  He was already fond of the old man.  Did Matt know?  Could he not with such a large lump?  Jess stumbled past, towards the main cabin.  Both doors opened at his approach, closing quietly behind him.

      The main cabin was pretty much as Matt had described.  Sal was asleep on one of the sofas, a soft grey blanket pulled over her.  The lights were dim, though they started to brighten as Jess walked in.  Without thinking how he did it he dimmed them again, not wanting to wake Sal.  Stomach grumbling he made his way over to the food dispenser.

      It was a large, rectangular, white box positioned against the wall and standing from floor to ceiling.  Controls in the lower area of the machine offered choices and a large door stood above.  As Jess approached the machine started to hum.  The display flashed up ‘Pilot’s Special’ and the door slid upwards revealing a large, steaming mug.  Jess took it out and made his way to the dining table, settling into a chair at the end and resting the mug.

      He sniffed the mugs contents cautiously and caught the wonderful smell of hot chocolate, but with other smells he could only half identify.  He felt a gentle prod from the ship to drink up.  The ship warned him that most of the changes made to him had come from his body’s own resources, and that he urgently needed to replace them.  With a shrug, he started to sip the drink.
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      “Hey, you’re awake.  How are you feeling?” asked Sal.

      Jess turned in the pilot’s seat and smiled back at her.  She had the grey blanket draped over her shoulders.  Matt was still sleeping in the chair behind, though thankfully the snoring had stopped.

      “I’m fine.  I was just watching the mists.  They really are beautiful.  They change all the time.  You start to see shapes in them after a while.”

      She walked up next to him then stopped, a shocked look on her face.

      “The web!  It’s gone!”

      “Yeah, I had noticed,” Jess said, grinning.

      “So… are you and the ship… not connected now?”

      “No, I mean yes, we’re still connected.  It did something to my head.  I can feel the whole ship if I want to, control it too.  I think that’s how it’s designed to work, with a single pilot who in some ways is part of the ship.  I’m still coming to terms with it.”

      She studied him in silence for a long time.  Jess started to worry.  Though he’d only just met them he suddenly realised how much he needed both Sal and Matt, needed their company, needed them to help him through what was happening.  He hadn’t thought about how they might feel.  He’d been so caught up in his own worries.  Now he realised how he must seem to them.  Something different, not fully human any more.  A monster maybe.  He wanted to speak up, tell her it was still him, but he couldn’t find the words so he sat there waiting for her to speak.  Waiting for her to pull away in fear or disgust, to make her feelings clear.  Finally, she spoke.

      “Does it… does it hurt?” she asked, reaching out to touch his arm.

      Jess broke down.  Everything that had happened came crashing in at once, the enormity of the changes to his mind, his worries about what Sal was thinking and the obvious concern in her question for him, as a person.  She leaned forward, wrapping her arms around him.  Rocking him.  Reassuring him.  For the first time since he’d been separated from his mother aged nine, someone held him while he cried.

      He took a few minutes to cry himself out.  Sobbing cries subsiding to snivels and finally stopping altogether.  He stayed where he was, enjoying the feeling of being held for a few more minutes, before pulling away.  He was surprised to see that Sal had been crying too.  He smiled at her.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      It seemed to be enough.  She smiled back.

      “Does it hurt that much?” she asked gently, obviously still concerned.

      His laugh surprised her.  He shook his head.

      “No.  It doesn’t hurt.  It’s a little strange at times but that’s it.  I was so sure you’d see me as a monster, as something disgusting.  I was so scared you’d want to leave me.”

      She shook her head.

      “Something strange has happened to you.  But you’re still the same scared looking kid that got singled out to help us de-trap this ship.  Nothing’s changed there.”

      “Same goes for me, kid,” said Matt, stretching in his seat.

      He winced, rubbing his chest where Jess had sensed the cancerous growth.

      “Getting too old to be sleeping in chairs,” he muttered.

      “Matt,” Jess said softly.  The old man looked up, waiting for him to continue.  “Matt… it’s more than that.  I saw… through the ship.  There’s a lump.”

      Matt’s face tensed.  He nodded sharply.  Grimaced, sank back in his seat.

      “I worried it might be.  It’s been getting worse for weeks.  Not much I could do about it, though, the guards wouldn’t have cared.  Not till I was too ill to work, then it would’ve been a bullet to the head.  Not much more I can do about it here, though I guess I’d rather know than worry about what it might be.”

      Sal moved to stand by Matt, hand on his shoulder, lost for words.

      “So, did this wonderful ship say how long I might have?” asked Matt.

      “The Wanderer.  It says its name is the Wanderer, or that’s the closest translation it can get,” replied Jess.

      “The Wanderer.  Nice name.  Now… how about answering my question?”

      “A few months.  Maybe a bit more, maybe less,” Jess said quietly.

      “Could be worse, I suppose.  Can get a lot of living into a few months, especially now we’re free.  Hell… might even be able to find a doctor that can cure it, if I had the money.”

      Jess felt a gentle nudge in his mind, the ship’s way of bringing things to his attention.  As he absorbed the information a huge smile spread across his face.

      “Well don’t you look like the cat that got the cream,” said Matt.  “What’s up?”

      “The back section, the area you couldn’t get into.  It contains the engineering deck like you thought.  But more than that.  There’s a medical bay.  The ship seems to think it can remove the lump and reconstruct the damaged area of your lung.”

      Conflicting emotions fought their way across Matt’s face.  Fear, hope, resignation, concern, relief.

      “Are you sure?  Really sure?”

      Jess’s gaze lost its focus as he pushed his awareness out into the ship’s mind, checking.  It snapped back again almost instantly.

      “Yes.  I’ve checked and I’m sure.  In fact… please don’t take this the wrong way, but the ship seems to feel it’s quite trivial.  Compared to what it did to my mind, that is.”

      “When can we start?”

      “Now.  If you want.  The process will take a few hours, then you’ll have to stay in the chamber resting for a couple of days while you recover.  We’ll be able to speak to you, but not come in.  The room has to be kept sterile.”

      “Well then.  No time like the present, is there?”

      Matt stood.  Sal glanced between the two of them.

      “Are you sure?  We know hardly anything about this ship, and you’re going to risk letting it operate on you?  How do you know it’s even right?  Maybe you don’t have a growth, or it’s not cancerous.”

      Matt placed his hands on her shoulders, looking into her eyes.

      “Sal, it’s cancer.  It’s in my family, something in the genes.  I’ve known for weeks, months, whether I wanted to admit it to myself or not.  I’m old, nearly seventy, and for months I’ve felt this pain in my chest grow worse and worse.”

      He leant forward, kissed her on the top of her head.

      “This is my chance.  I have to take it.  Do you see?”

      She nodded, smiling sadly at him.  He turned and walked back to the living quarters, Jess and Sal following.  When they reached the rear door Matt pressed the pad to the side.  Nothing happened.

      “Sorry,” Jess said, reaching out for the ship’s mind again and making changes.  “Now you should have access to all areas of the ship.  Be careful of the engine room though.”

      Matt reached out again.  The door slid open as he touched the pad.  They stepped through into another short corridor, this one with a door to each side and another at the end.

      “The room on the left,” Jess said.

      Matt moved towards it.  The door opened to reveal a small room with a raised bed in the middle.  No instruments, no screens, just the raised bed with legs that melded into the floor.

      “I wonder where I should be?” Matt joked.

      He climbed onto the bed, then turned to look at Jess.

      “You’re sure about this kid?  Really sure?”  He didn’t look so certain now.  In fact he looked distinctly worried.

      Jess smiled reassuringly.  “Yes.  Certain.  I wouldn’t have mentioned it otherwise.  Just lay back.”

      “OK.”  With a deep breath Matt did as he was asked.  “Now what?”

      “Just lay back and relax.  You’ll be asleep for a few hours during the procedure, then you’ll be stuck in bed for a few days.”

      “Relax, he says.  Easier said than done.  I don’t think I could sleep… if… I…” his eyes closed, breathing slowing into a deep sleep.

      “We should go,” Jess said, stepping back into the hallway.

      Sal stepped forward, kissed the old man on his forehead, then backed out of the room.  The door hissed shut.

      “Can we watch the procedure?” asked Sal.

      Jess concentrated, linking with the ship again.

      “No.  Sorry, no we can’t.  There wouldn’t be anything to see,” he lied.  “Just Matt sleeping.  Trust me, I saw enough of that on the bridge.  It’s nothing special.”

      “OK.”

      She started back to the main cabin.  Jess followed behind.  He felt bad for lying, but from what the ship had fed to him the procedure wasn’t something either of them would want to watch and he didn’t know how to explain that to her.  The procedure would be invasive.  Very invasive.  It would work, but it was better not to know the details.

      “Let’s get some hot chocolate,” he said.
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      Three hours later Jess sat alone on the bridge, gazing out at the ever-changing mists.  His skin tingled from a hot shower that had removed months of dirt and the touch of new, clean clothes.  He’d checked in on Matt a few minutes before, confirming that the first stage of the operation was completed.  The cancerous growth had been removed, now the damaged lung was being rebuilt.  Seeing the web criss-crossing through Matt’s chest had made Jess shiver, knowing something similar had been done to his brain.

      A flashing red light flared to life on the display board.  Jess reached out for the ship, felt time slow around him, saw the light flash slower and slower as his mind sped up.  Information flowed in from the ship.  It had picked up a distress call in real space, nearby – as far as near had any meaning between real and jump space.  He reached out, using the ship’s ‘legs’ to change direction, to close in on the beacon.  They could be there in a couple of minutes.  He pulled back a little, returning to thinking at near normal speed.

      “Sal!” he yelled over his shoulder.  “I need you!”

      Sal came rushing into the cabin.

      “My God, what’s wrong?  You nearly deafened me.  Your voice was coming from everywhere!”

      “Sorry.  I didn’t realise I could do that.  We’ve picked up a distress call, I’m taking us in close and dropping back into real space.”

      “Be careful.  It might be a trap.  Don’t take us in too close, just in case.”

      “I should have thought of that.  You’re right.  Thanks.”

      “Glad to hear it, golden boy.  I wouldn’t like to think I was completely useless on this ship.”

      He glanced around, worried he’d done something wrong, but saw by her smile that she was teasing him.  He smiled sheepishly.

      The distress signal was getting stronger as they approached.  He started to pick words out from the message.  Thirty seconds out and he had the full message.  He played it for Sal to hear.

      “Imperial ships have destroyed our engines, holed our ship.  We are bleeding heat and air into space.  Please help us.  We have families.”

      They exchanged glances.

      “How many could we take?” asked Sal.

      “Sixty, maybe sixty-five.”  The answer popped into his head.  “A few more if some are young children.  Any more than that and I don’t think the life support could cope for long.  The Wanderer wasn’t designed for a large crew.”

      “Then let’s hope there aren’t more than that.”

      Jess just pulled a face.  What was there to say?  He reached out to the ship again, fully linking.  Despite being in jump space he was aware of the real space area they were targeting, could feel several large ships and some distance off another small ship which was tumbling slowly.  He could feel the sensor sweeps from the large ships, mostly concentrated around themselves and the stricken ship.

      He brought the Wanderer out into real space well away from all the other ships.  The displacement could still be spotted but only if someone spared time from the battle.  The Imperial ships were identified as two frigates and one smaller corvette.  The tumbling craft was some form of small cargo vessel.

      “Now what?” asked Sal.

      Before Jess could answer one of the Imperial frigates jumped, quickly followed by the other.

      “We couldn’t be that lucky, could we?” asked Jess.  “Come on… follow them, damn you!”

      Warnings flashed across the displays as a sensor swept across them.  The corvette had spotted them.  A transmission followed as the corvette turned and accelerated towards them.

      “Unidentified ship, you are interfering in the punishment of smugglers.  Power down and prepare to be boarded.  Resistance will result in your destruction.”

      “Strap yourself in,” Jess told Sal.  “Time to see how big a punch this thing has.”

      “Are you kidding?  That’s a corvette.  It must be fifty times the size of us at least.  They’ll blow us to pieces!”

      “Trust me.  I know what I’m doing.  I think.”

      “Oh great, now I feel so much better.”

      Jess swung the Wanderer round on an intercept course.  He was fully immersed in the ship now, its engines were his legs, its weapons his arms.  He flexed both, sending shivers down the ship.  The movements felt tired, lethargic.  Warnings that the ship was far from optimum status at the moment.  He thought the ship could cope, though, or hoped it could, anyway.

      For some reason the corvette’s shields were running at greatly reduced power.  Jess suspected they simply didn’t consider the Wanderer a threat, or maybe that they had a problem of some kind.  While reduced, the shields were still several times more powerful than the Wanderer’s own.

      He knew that for Sal the two ships must seem to be racing towards each other, but for him everything was much slower.  The corvette fired a volley of high-powered laser blasts.  Jess already had the Wanderer weaving as it approached so most missed, but one seemed to scald his back and another clipped his heel.  The shields coped with both.  Jess was glad the other ship had fired first.  Now there was no guilt, no concern over whether his actions were right.  Now it was about survival.  Twisting the ship he brought both sets of weapons to bear.  The right side set of lasers fired at the corvette’s bridge, almost overwhelming the shields there.  He sensed the enemy ship desperately routing power forward to shield the bridge from his next attack, draining power from their other shields.  He ignored the bridge, instead firing the left side’s lasers in a volley at the corvettes’ engines, punching through the weakened shields to devastating effect.  The engines imploded for a second or so, then the collapse was reversed in a massive explosion that ripped the corvette apart.  Within seconds all that remained was a rapidly thinning field of debris, few bits bigger than a metre.  A scan confirmed there were no survivors.

      Jess turned the Wanderer towards the crippled cargo ship, opening a channel as he approached.

      “Hello the transport.  Can you hear me?”

      For a few seconds there was silence, then a man’s voice replied.

      “Hello?  Did… did you just destroy the corvette?”

      “Yes.  They gave us no choice.  Do you still require assistance?”

      Jess knew the answer to that already.  His sensor scans showed only seven life signs, all crammed into a single section of the ship which was bleeding air and heat.  The rest of the ship was already cold and dead.

      “Yes!  Oh God yes!  Please, you must help us!”

      “Hold on.  We’re on approach now.  I can see a docking port on the section you’re in.  We’ll be latched in a minute or two.  Please get yourselves ready to come across.”

      “Thank you.  Thank you so much.  We’ll be ready.”

      Jess turned off the channel and turned back to Sal.

      “You all right?” he asked.

      “Yeah.”  She drew a deep breath.  “Wow!  That was incredible.  An Imperial corvette, and you took it out with two volleys.”

      Jess grimaced.  “Yeah, but that was all we had.  The ship’s reserves are really depleted, but we can use the debris to replenish.”

      “What?  That was… I wish you’d told me before.  Then again, maybe I don’t.  Anyway, our soon to be visitors.  You know they might be smugglers or worse, pirates maybe.  Not everyone the Empire takes a dislike to is innocent.”

      “I know.  The Wanderer can handle it.  If they try to bring any weapons, guns or the like, I’ll know.  And if they try to attack us with anything the ship will intervene.”

      “Well, you know it better than I do.  What about Matt?  I’d rather he had some peace.”

      “You’re right.  I can set the rear door so it doesn’t show at all.  They won’t know it’s there.  Once he’s well and back on his feet we can bring him up to speed.  Let’s go back and welcome our guests.”

      “Don’t you need to guide us in?”

      “Not really, the ship can take care of that.  I’ll just monitor it and I can do that from anywhere.”

      “That’s something else you might want to keep to yourself.”

      They made their way back into the main living area, just as a gentle clang announced they had docked.

      “Seals are holding, atmosphere on the other side.  I’m going to open both the inner and outer doors so they can get across quickly.”

      “What?  WHAT?”

      “It’s OK.  There’s an energy curtain that will hold the air in, even if we were to open both doors onto vacuum.  Um… maybe I should have mentioned that.”

      “Yes.  Maybe you should have, Jess.  Maybe you should have.”

      Jess gestured and the inner and outer airlock doors moved smoothly aside to reveal the refugees.  Two men, one elderly the other middle-aged, entered the ship first.  Both were carrying heavy packs.  Behind came a middle-aged woman carrying a young baby, leading a boy of two or three by the hand.  Last came a younger man, mid twenties probably, and a girl who looked a year or two older than Jess.  Despite the smoke stains on her clothes and face Jess couldn’t take his eyes from her.  She was beautiful.  Long blond hair, pretty face, and clothes that were tighter than he was used to seeing.  With a squeal she ran forwards, throwing her arms around a stunned Jess and hugging him close.

      “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she kept saying.  “I thought we were going to die.  Thank you.”

      Jess could feel himself going bright red.  Sal covered a laugh with a cough, not very well in Jess’s opinion.

      “Maybe we should get away from the freighter?” she prompted.

      “Umm… yes.”  Jess tried to pull himself together.  He closed the outer airlock door, disconnected the Wanderer and pushed them well away from the stricken ship.  Then he set the ship to sweeping up the debris from the corvette.  The girl was still wrapped around him, holding tight.  He wished she’d let go.  Well, maybe not.  He did wish that Sal would take that look off her face, though.  He turned to the two men who had entered first.

      “Sirs, I’m sorry, but can I ask you to put the guns in the airlock?  The ammunition too.”

      The two men twitched guiltily.  Jess smiled.

      “We won’t hurt you, and the guns will be safe.  I’m sure you’ve got them for protection but there are only the two of us, so you have nothing to fear here, and we would feel much happier with the guns somewhere safe.”

      The two men exchanged glances, then the older nodded.  Both turned to the airlock and carefully removed two pistols from their packs and several clips of ammunition.  Jess held himself tensely as they placed the guns on the floor in case they made any sudden moves, but the two men stepped back.  The ship confirmed they had no other weapons so Jess ordered the inner airlock door to close, relaxing as he did so.

      “They wouldn’t have hurt you, silly,” the girl whispered in his ear.

      His pulse pounded again, his face felt like it was glowing.  Sal still had that look on her face, clearly amused by his discomfort.  She stepped towards the rest of their new passengers.

      “I’m Sal.  That’s Jess over there, I’m not sure he’s up to speaking for himself at the moment.  He seems overwhelmed by the moment.”

      The woman with the baby laughed and introduced herself as Kaitlin.  Jess missed the other names as the girl squeezed him even tighter, pressing her face against his cheek and whispering in his ear again.

      “I’m Alice.  You can call me Ali.”

      The next twenty minutes were a blur for Jess.  After a few minutes Alice, Ali, loosened her grip on him, but only so they could sit on the sofa together.  She sat pressed against him, holding his hand.  He was uncomfortably aware of the heat of her as she leant close.  The young man, Robby apparently, seemed to have taken a liking to Sal, one that she seemed to share.  As she fussed around making everyone comfortable, showing them how to work the food unit, working out how to get baby milk from it, Robby was never far from her side.

      Finally, Jess managed to slip away on the pretext of needing to use the toilet.  Afterwards he made his apologies, saying he needed to check their status on the bridge.  Sal arched an eyebrow at him, well aware he could check from anywhere, but she didn’t say anything.  With a sigh of relief he made his way onto the bridge and slumped into the pilot’s chair.  The doors for the bridge were still only coded to Sal, Matt and him so he should get some peace for a while.

      A while turned out to be a little over ten minutes.  The door hissed open to admit Sal and Robby, with Ali trailing behind carrying a mug.

      “Jess.  How are things?” asked Sal smiling awkwardly.

      “Fine.  It’s slow going but the Wanderer
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