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      Savana sighed as the Starbeam, the small defensive ship she commanded, neared an immense shipyard in her home system Alakur.  This was just one of several shipyards, part of the machinery that turned out ships which were acknowledged to be superior to almost all others.

      Her own defensive craft, with a crew of twenty, came from those shipyards.  Everything about it was superior to most similar ships – from precisely tuned engines to more powerful weapons and shields, all the way through to the care taken over internal fixtures and fittings.  Ships from Alakur’s shipyards were highly prized…  and almost all of them ended up in the hands of the Pradagrash Corporation.

      Savana fought not to scowl at that thought.  She was lucky to be flying such a ship.  If she wasn’t in the defence force she would be stuck with some second rate piece of junk from outside the system, but PradCorp knew the value of the shipyards and ensured Alakur’s defences were strong.

      Officially, of course, everyone in Alakur was happy to be part of the Corporation.  Why wouldn’t they enjoy having their dedication and hard work drained out of the system for so little in return?  Why would they be unhappy within the peace and safety the Corporation said it brought, while never mentioning it did so by tightly controlling all their lives?

      But what could she do? What could any of them do? Alakur might produce some of the best ships in the universe, but they certainly weren’t allowed to keep control of enough of them to challenge the Corporation.

      There was no future in rebelling against the Corporation but some chose to steal a ship and run instead.  Planning on becoming mercenaries or pirates.  A few even survived long enough to give it a try.

      That had never been something Savana considered.  She had family here – parents, siblings, a young nephew.  How could she leave them?  More importantly, how could she leave them to suffer for her choice?  Because they most definitely would.

      She pushed the thoughts aside, focusing on the shipyards and the proud outline of a frigate nearing completion.  Whatever else, Alakur’s skills were valued by the Corporation.  Their lives might not be free, but they weren’t massively oppressed either.  Not compared to some systems with little to offer but their people as a workforce.

      Things weren’t stable, though.  Something was brewing.  She could feel it.  Her superiors had been distracted, recycling the same orders for over a week without any significant changes.  That only happened when something big was coming.  She hoped it wouldn’t take her away from the system.  So far she’d been lucky and had avoided that.

      If those orders came, no doubt originating from PradCorp rather than locally, she would have no choice other than to follow them… and leave her family behind.  She fought once more to keep her emotions from showing, even as worry churned inside her… for something was coming, and she was certain it wouldn’t be good.
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        * * *

      

      Two more days had passed.  The impending storm Savana sensed still hadn’t broken, and the orders given out by Command continued to be nothing more than rehashes of the last set.

      Savana studied the target of their mission for the day as her ship drew closer to it.  Four Pradagrash courier-class ships, each a little larger and more powerful than her ship, the Starbeam.  Yet her role was to escort them and ensure their safety.  As if anyone would attack Pradagrash Corporation ships! But apparently they needed an escort, and that was her job for the day.

      “Captain,” said her tactical officer.  “There’s two more defence ships already here.  They arrived not long before us.  Apparently they were also ordered to escort these Corporation ships.  Ordered individually, not ordered to meet up and provide a stronger escort.  Each was as surprised to see the other as we are to see them.  They’re wondering why we’re here.  Do you think there’s something important on those Corporation ships?”

      Savana sighed and rubbed her temples.  “No, if it was important they’d have more powerful Corporation ships defending them.  I know Command’s been off its game recently, but this is getting stupid.  Only one of us should be here, not three ships.  I hope it doesn’t mean they’ve left two other locations or ships undefended.”

      “What should we do, Captain?”

      “The only thing we can do is ask the Corporation ships if they really want three escort ships.  Though I suspect one of the others has already.”

      “You’re right, Captain,” said the comms officer.  “The Lightning Flash confirmed they asked.  The Corporation ships seem annoyed about the mix-up, but signalled we may as well all accompany them since we’re here.”

      “Wonderful,” muttered Savana.

      Suddenly speakers boomed to life, echoing throughout the bridge.  A glance at her displays showed the same had happened across the ship.

      “Citizens of Alakur!” came a strong female voice.  “For too long we have suffered under Pradagrash control.  No longer! Another corporation has seen our plight and has been working to help us.  The time has come! Our allies are jumping their ships into the system to help us.

      “If you are receiving this message then they know where you are and will be joining you, for each of you is close to ships belonging to the cursed Pradagrash Corporation.  The time to act is now.  The time to strike is now.  Attack every Pradagrash ship in the system! Destroy them! No survivors! Today we take back our freedom! Today we take back our pride!”

      The signal cut off, leaving a stunned silence.  Savana forced herself to shake off her shock as all eyes turned to her.  She looked at the comms officer.

      “Tell me that was an unauthorised broadcast,” she said, surprised that her voice sounded steady.

      The comms officer rapidly checked her screen then looked up, face pale.  “It checks out, Captain.  That came from upper levels of Command.  The orders are valid.”

      “The orders appear to be from Command,” said Savana.  “But that does not mean they necessarily reflect Command’s will.  They may have been sent by a rogue element.  Reach out to the Lightning Flash, ask if they knew about these orders.”

      “They didn’t,” came the reply after a short delay.  “But the Lightning Flash’s captain says the orders are valid.  We have to follow them.”

      Savana’s blood ran cold.  She wasn’t convinced the orders were valid, and following them might start an unwinnable war with the Pradagrash Corporation.  But they appeared to be legitimate.  What if another corporation would help free them from control by PradCorp?

      She had doubts any new corporation would be that different from PradCorp, but how could she know for sure? Everything she knew about the other corporations came from the Pradagrash Corporation.  How much could she trust what she’d been told?

      “Captain!” called tactical.  “The Corporation ships are increasing shield and weapons power.  They picked up on that broadcast.  They’ve warned all ships to stay clear or be considered hostile, but said they won’t fire unless fired upon if ships keep away.”

      Savana checked her screens.  The Starbeam was the furthest Alakurian ship from the four Corporation ships, and so in the least danger for the moment.  But it was heading almost directly for the Corporation ships as they powered up weapons.

      “Pilot, bring us thirty-five degrees to starboard!” she ordered.  “Tactical, raise shields to maximum.  Don’t charge weapons yet.  We don’t want this to turn into a shooting match.”

      “Too late!” came the reply.  “The Lightning Flash just fired.  No damage.  It barely scratched their shields.  I don’t know what its captain was thinking.”

      Savana suspected she knew.  That one shot had ensured the Corporate ships would retaliate.  It left her only one choice.

      “Weapons to full power,” she said calmly.  “It seems we’re going to be fighting.”
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        * * *

      

      Because the Starbeam was significantly further from the four Corporation vessels than the Lightning Flash or the Radino the other two ships took the initial attacks.  The Lightning Flash was positioned in a way that limited the attacks it could suffer in the first salvo.  Savana was starting to suspect its captain had known about the shocking orders before they arrived.

      The Radino was not so lucky and took the brunt of the fire from three of the PradCorp ships.  The fourth couldn’t get a clean shot and attacked the Lightning Flash.

      Savana checked her displays.  The Radino’s shields held, but they’d taken a battering.

      “Captain,” said the comms officer.  “The Lightning Flash is instructing us to…”

      “I don’t care what it’s instructing,” snapped Savana.  “They have no authority over us.”

      She was worried the orders to attack the Corporation ships hadn’t been truly sanctioned by Command, and had come from some form of rogue group instead.  But dammit, it didn’t matter now.  The Corporation would not take the attack lying down.

      Even if the four Corporation ships were the only ones attacked, it would be enough to bring swift vengeance when PradCorp found out.  Which only left her with one course of option.  Attack!

      “Pilot, I want a fast burn course right through the centre of those four ships.  Execute immediately.”

      “Captain?” asked the pilot, even as power surged into the engines.  He might not be certain he’d heard the command correctly, but he was still obeying it while confirming.  Good.

      “We’re going through the middle!” Savana said.  “Right now they’re focused on our other two ships, but that won’t last for long.  We need to use the short time we have. Tactical, drain power from the shields into the weapons, but keep the shields above thirty percent.  We need to hit them with everything we can on the first run.”

      “Thirty percent is low, Captain,” came the reply.  “If they all concentrate fire on us…”

      Savana interrupted, squashing any concerns before they could build.  “At the speed we’ll be going by that point they won’t be able to land many shots.  Not the way we’ll be evading.  Isn’t that right, pilot?”

      “Aye, Captain!” replied the pilot.  She could tell he had a grin on his face now.

      “And with luck,” Savana continued.  “At least one of the enemy ships will have a lot more to worry about than shooting at us.  That’s where you come in, Tactical.”

      “Understood, Captain.  Shield energy is feeding into the beam weapons.  We’re losing a good third of the power, though.  Are you…”

      He trailed off and kept his eyes locked on the console.

      “Ask your question!” Savana said.  “You know I’m not the sort of captain who wants their crew to shut up and rigidly obey orders.”

      “Are we doing the right thing, Captain?”

      The question she’d known would get asked.  The question she had no good answer for.

      “I truly don’t know.  Once this is over I’ve got a lot of questions that need answering.  Right now, we’re doing the only thing we can.  If we don’t fight then those PradCorp ships are going to destroy us.  Us and any other ship or station they can reach before someone does stop them.”

      Tactical paused for a few moments, then nodded.

      “Aye, Captain.  You’re right.  Right now all we can do is fight.”

      Savana felt how the mood of the crew had changed during the short discussion.  While before they had been performing their duties, she now sensed a hardening resolve within them.  They only had one option, whether it was right or wrong.  Destroy the Corporation ships… or be destroyed by them.

      She checked the status of the fight they were now rushing toward.  The Lightning Flash was still avoiding most attacks, but shots were coming much closer.  The other ship, the Radino, was still taking a pounding but it had at least managed to manoeuvre to a slightly better position.

      So far none of the PradCorp ships seemed to be paying the Starbeam any attention at all, despite it being less than twenty seconds from streaking through their formation.

      She smiled.  Apparently it wasn’t just her own crew who were struggling to adjust to the sudden change from peace to hostilities.  Given another few minutes she was certain the Corporation crews would be operating at their best.  But now, if she was very lucky, she might just have a chance.

      Or the PradCorp crews might be well aware of her approach and were waiting to lash out as the Starbeam passed through them at close range with its shields greatly reduced.  It was a gamble, but it was too late to change her mind now.  It was all or nothing.  Glory or death.  In just ten seconds.

      “Fire on my signal,” she said.

      “Aye, Captain,” came the strained reply from tactical.

      Savana knew she had to judge this just right.  Too early and she would tip their hand.  Too late and they wouldn’t do enough damage.  Just right and…

      “Now!” She snapped out.

      Tactical excelled himself.  Savana hadn’t even finished the word when she felt the Starbeam’s weapons fire.  First the beam weapons struck out repeatedly.  Then there was the heavier jolt of the two missile tubes spitting out their payloads.  It was hard to tell whether the Starbeam was taking hits with so much going on, or how strong any hits were.

      Then they were through.  Tactical kept firing those weapons which could still hit the Corporation ships which were now behind them.  Savana glanced at her displays and saw the port shields were down to only twelve percent.

      “Evasive manoeuvring now!” she snapped out.

      “Aye, Captain,” replied the pilot.  “I’ll keep the port side turned from them as much as I can.”

      “Good.  Tactical, shift all weapon power over into recharging the shields.  Let the weapons fall quiet for the moment.  I want all the shields to be at fifty percent or higher before we get into another close range fight with those four ships.”

      “Aye, Captain,” replied tactical.  “But it’s three ships now.”

      “We took one of them out?” Savana glanced down at her display.  Sure enough, one of the Corporation vessels had torn itself in two, the halves spiralling away from each other.

      “Us and the Radino,” replied tactical.  “The Corporation ships didn’t seem to spot us until it was almost too late to do anything about it.  Someone on the Radino made good use of the panic we caused and unleashed an attack which finished off that ship.  The Radino’s not doing well, though.”

      “You think she’s going to be destroyed?”

      “No…” he drew the sentence out.  “No, I think she’s going to hold together for the moment.  They’ve taken a lot of damage and one of their engines is out.  They aren’t getting out of here in a hurry, which I guess means we aren’t.  Either we defeat these Corporation ships or the Radino is going to have a very bad day.”
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        * * *

      

      With the fight now being three ships versus three, things were much more even.  The Radino’s damaged engines were a disadvantage, but that was offset by the fact the three defence fleet ships had been built at the local shipyards.  That meant they carried an edge over the supposedly more powerful PradCorp ships.

      It promised to be a nasty fight.  Three ships on each side was enough to make things complicated, especially as Savana had little faith in the captain of the Lightning Flash.

      Then it all changed.  Two of the PradCorp ships closed on the Alakurian ships.  One targeted the Lightning Flash, the other the Starbeam.  Rather than the third going after the Radino, it turned away sharply and started to pile on power.

      “The third ship has been charging its jump engines, Captain,” said tactical.  “I’m sorry, I missed it while lining up the attack.”

      “You focused on what you had to,” said Savana.  “Can you tell how far charged they are?”

      “At least halfway.  Maybe more.”

      “Dammit! They’re going to make a run for it.  I was hoping we might have been able to keep what happened here from the Corporation.  Especially if it turns out this was an isolated event.”

      Less than twenty seconds later one of the incoming Corporation ships was close enough for weapons fire to rip back and forth between it and the Starbeam.  It was shedding speed, trying to make itself both an attractive target and one it would be awkward for the Starbeam to slip around.

      Savana tweaked her instructions and sent them through to the pilot.  The Starbeam turned, piling on power as if to try and slip past and pursue the fleeing ship.  The Corporation ship turned to block the move, and because of the course Savana had chosen it exposed the shields on its underside that had been significantly weakened in the previous attacks.

      Savana ordered weapons free.  Tactical immediately raked the Corporation ship with fire.  The pilot slowed the Starbeam, swinging it to better hit its target with all weapons.

      Twin thumps signalled the ship spitting two more missiles at the almost non-existent belly shields.  One pierced the shields and punctured deep into the enemy ship.  Moments later a blinding explosion shook the Starbeam.  Alarms went off.  Savana saw the Starbeam’s port shields were at just seven percent.

      “Pilot, turn us starboard on to the remaining ship,” she said.  “I don’t want any lucky long-range shots hitting our weak shields.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      Savana held her breath as the Starbeam rolled, relaxing only when the stronger shields, still barely above thirty percent, faced the threat.  They should be enough, as long as…

      “Third ship destroyed,” called out tactical.  “The Radino and the Lightning Flash managed to bracket it and batter its shields down.  Its death wasn’t as spectacular as the other two Corporation ships, but it is dead.”

      “We destroyed three Corporation ships with no losses,” said Savana softly.  “Damn we were lucky!”

      “And the final ship just entered jump.”

      “Damn.  They achieved what they wanted to.”

      A red light flashed on Savana’s displays again.  Another call from the Lightning Flash.  She took a deep breath to calm her irritation before accepting it.

      “Captain Savana, I will overlook your insubordination in ignoring my orders,” said the captain of the Lightning Flash.  “Charge your jump engines immediately.  The Radino isn’t going anywhere fast.  You and I will pursue that Corporation ship.  It needs to be destroyed.”

      Savana shook her head.  “We must get to the construction yards.  They need protecting.”

      “They will be protected! Forces from our new ally will already be there.  We need to pursue that Corporation ship.  We cannot let those scum get away.”

      “Those allies were supposed to appear everywhere to help.  I didn’t see them here.  Did you?”

      “A mere oversight.  We were one small fight amidst what was happening system wide.  Believe me, our allies will protect the dockyards.”

      “Allies from a different corporation?”

      “You still question orders? Do you question if we can trust the allies Command have formed an agreement with?”

      “I question if they’ll even be there.  And you are not in a position to give me orders.”

      The other captain spluttered.  “It should be clear by now I knew far more about what would happen.  That means I am involved in…”

      “That means nothing.  I assume those orders are valid, but that needs confirming before we take further steps we can’t undo.  You don’t outrank me so you can’t command me.  Pursue that ship if you want.  We will secure the shipyards, in case our new allies are running late.”

      She cut the communication, fighting irritation as she did.

      “Pilot, keep charging our jump engines.  Get us to the nearest shipyard as fast as you can.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      Savana tried to ease the tension from her shoulders.  She intended to protect the shipyards whether the new allies arrived or not.  And especially if they did arrive with their own agenda… such as trying to take control of the shipyards themselves!
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      The jump to the nearest shipyard took barely fifteen minutes, but Savana worried desperately over what she might find the whole time.  The shipyards were the system’s lifeblood, the heart of Alakur.  Without them… she didn’t know what the system would be without the shipyards… other than much poorer and far weaker.

      By the time they dropped out of jump space her nerves were raw.  She was almost hoping to find a massive battle endangering the shipyards, because what she truly feared was finding another corporation there already snatching control without any intention of granting her people new freedoms.

      There was a fight, but to her relief it was fairly distant.  Having brought the Starbeam out near the shipyard meant she had time to take in the situation before getting involved.

      Updates came in confirming the Corporation ships hadn’t tried to target the shipyard.  If anything they were keeping the fight at a distance.

      Most importantly to Savana, no third party had swept in.  Only forces from Alakur and the Corporation were in the area.  The absence of that third party was causing consternation to those who’d been behind the sudden assault on Corporation ships, judging by some messages she picked up.

      The new allies were overdue was the main message.  Savana suspected it was more accurate to say the allied forces didn’t exist.  Could another corporation truly have brought a large enough force to make a difference without PradCorp detecting it?  That would be a massive undertaking, especially as all nearby systems were part of the Pradagrash Corporation and so unusable as staging points.

      She figured it would require far less resources to convince Alakur Command that help was coming, talk them into a pre-emptive strike against the Pradagrash Corporation.  That would disrupt work in the shipyards and possibly lead to a purge of personnel when the Pradagrash Corporation regained control.

      A nasty ploy another corporation could use to weaken the Pradagrash Corporation’s strength without expending much effort at all.  Savana wondered how long it would be until Command finally admitted to being duped.  How much longer could they come up with explanations for the absence of their allies?  Quite a while, she suspected.  But not forever.

      She ordered the Starbeam to head for the fight.  Around thirty Corporation ships were being engaged by fifty-three defence fleet ships.  The Corporation ships were larger and more powerful, but the fight clearly favoured the defence fleet.

      The Starbeam wouldn’t turn the battle, but would help tilt it even further in the defence fleet’s direction.  Almost as importantly, it would allow her to vent some frustration over the whole damn mess!
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        * * *

      

      Savana and the Starbeam were engaged in the battle for little more than five minutes before the PradCorp forces changed tactics.  Four ships, those already heavily damaged, provided a fighting screen while the rest disengaged and charged their jump engines.

      The defence forces had enough numerical superiority to get past them and destroy two of the Corporation ships trying to flee, but the rest made it into jump space.  After that the defence fleet finished off the remaining Corporation ships, none of which tried to surrender.

      And then it was done.  The comms channels filled with chatter – demands to know the origin of the orders to attack the Corporation, accusations that the orders had been faked, confirmations the orders had come from Command.  And one question more than any other… why aren’t our new allies here yet?

      Half an hour passed with Command still insisting the new allies would arrive soon.  Most of the defence fleet was now clustered around the shipyard Savana had been defending because it was where Command was based.  So far no one had voiced what Savana was already sure of – no allies were coming.

      Then an unauthorized broadcast reached the Starbeam.  It lacked full authentication but still played out automatically across the ship’s speakers without her input.  Savana suspected someone had picked that trick up from the original, shocking, command to attack the Corporation.

      “We’ve been betrayed!” came an angry female voice.  “There are no allies! Command betrayed us in their stupidity and now everyone in the system will pay!  We must overthrow Command, kill the traitors, and regain control!  Then we can plead with the Corporation.  If we take those steps they may show mercy.  If you do not join us you condemn your families to untold suffering!  Think of your families!  Kill the traitors!”

      For a moment everyone on the bridge was stunned.  Then Savana recovered and snapped out orders.

      “Pilot, set course away from the other ships as fast as we can.  Tactical, raise our shields but do not prime weapons.  All hell’s about to break loose and I want no part of it till we’ve had a chance to think this through.”

      She sat forward in her seat, straining against the straps, willing the Starbeam to pull clear without becoming a target.  Some ships declared for the new rebels and some for Command, but more chose to do the same as she had – raising shields but not arming guns.  Yet.  Few of them chose to leave their current positions, though, which made Savana suspect they wouldn’t stay out of the fighting for long.

      “Captain,” said the comms officer.  “I’m getting reports of massive amounts of weapon fire within Command’s section of the shipyard.  It looks like a pitched battle has broken out.”

      “Pilot, keep us moving.  We don’t want to be involved in this fight.”

      “Shouldn’t we help fight the traitors in Command?” asked her tactical officer, voice tense.

      “Right now we need to think things through calmly,” Savana replied firmly.  “And I hope most of the others out there will too.  Command screwed us over.  There’s no doubt about that.  But I doubt PradCorp will be quick to let everything go back to normal even if we do wipe out Command and go begging.  Fighting amongst ourselves sure as hell isn’t going to help.  Every lost ship, every death, weakens us.  And the weaker we are the worse deal we’ll end up with.”

      No one spoke, but she could sense the tension around the bridge.  As she watched the situation on her displays she saw a few more ships declaring themselves for those who were rebelling against Command, and others declaring for command and expressing belief that the allied corporation would soon turn up.  Thankfully she also saw other ships moving to disengage, edging away from first the fighting and then all other ships.

      For several minutes more she listened to reports of fighting within Command and watched as defence force ships fought each other.  She didn’t know if she was more sad at seeing the loss of lives, or angry at the idiocy of it all.

      “Captain,” Tactical suddenly said.  “The Bus is moving! It’s broken free of its moorings and it’s powering up shields and weapons!”

      The Bus? The Bus was moving? To give it its full name, it was the Babustik, a battleship which had been semi-obsolete a hundred years earlier.  It was little more than a museum piece, a piece of technology families and school trips could tour.

      There was always a distinguished and semi-retired admiral in charge of it in a ceremonial role.  Savana hadn’t even known it was capable of being flown, let alone powering shields and weapons.

      “Captain,” said Comms.  “I’m receiving a comm request from the Bus, but there’s no authorisation codes with it.”

      “Put it through to the whole ship,” said Savana.

      The whole ship had heard every important broadcast so far.  She thought they should hear this one too.  An indicator showed the channel was open, but it was still nearly a minute before a gravelly voice spoke.

      “This is Admiral Teramdus.  I’m sure you all know I have no rank in Command.  You know I’m half retired.  Well not any more!  This situation must stop now.  Command has clearly failed us terribly.  No allies are coming.  If they were they would be here by now.  Command has been played for fools.

      “But PradCorp will never forgive what has happened.  They’ll wipe out all those from Command, of course, but they’ll also strip out the crews on every single one of your ships from the captain to the lowliest, regardless of which side you backed.

      “They’ll bring in their own crews and if you survive that you’ll be damn lucky to just be sent home in disgrace.  Far more likely you’ll be prisoners for the rest of your lives.  Which might not be that long.

      “Listening to Command, waiting for allies who will never arrive, is not an option.  Nor is sweeping Command aside and throwing ourselves on the mercy of PradCorp.  They have none.  So we only have one option.  We do sweep Command aside, but we also choose not to bow down to PradCorp any longer.  We take this chance.  We take our freedom.

      “We have the shipyards.  We have our ships.  We have right on our side.  The fall of every dictatorship starts with a single block tumbling.  We can be that block.  Other systems will follow where we lead.  Then we can, all of us, finally be free from interference by the corporations.  We can finally be free!

      “Whichever side you declared yourselves for, or if you showed sense and stayed out of the fighting, now is the time to pledge your allegiance to Alakur.  Those of Command who led us into this mess will be removed but they won’t be harmed, as long as they cease all resistance now.  Those who declared for PradCorp too.  But anyone who continues to fight for either side will be considered traitors to Alakur, and treated as such.

      “All ships.  All forces.  You have five minutes to pledge your allegiance to Alakur.  Fail to do so and you, too, will be treated as traitors.  Hunted down and killed.  Teramdus out.”
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      The comm cut off.  Savana sat for a moment, then she opened a channel to the whole ship.

      “You all heard that.  Personally, I’m inclined to join the Admiral.  It’s not a perfect choice, but I believe it is far better than the other three we have… joining with Command and waiting for allies who appear to not exist, siding with those who would have us crawl back to PradCorp, or making no choice and being declared traitors anyway by the Admiral.

      “It is possible, however, that the Admiral won’t get enough forces joining him to enforce that threat, in which case choosing not to align with anyone might allow us to return to our families in the time we have before PradCorp tries to take the system back.

      “Some of you may be thinking we could evacuate our families, but remember the ship is not large enough to carry even the close families of everyone on board.  No matter which of the possible options we choose some members of our families will still be here when PradCorp returns.

      “I want you all to have a say in this.  Message me, anonymously if you wish, and let me know which option you think we should take.  I can’t promise to go with the option that gets the most votes, but it will influence my decision.  Captain out.”

      The messages started coming immediately.  Every single one was anonymous, which she’d half expected.  In under a minute she’d received messages from every member of crew.  Three had chosen the final option, not to ally with anyone, and they made it clear it was because they wished to return to their families.

      None chose to side with those wanting to crawl back to PradCorp, and only one placed their trust in Command and the so-far non-existent allies.  The rest, by far the majority, agreed with her choice.

      She let out a sigh and prepared to make two announcements.  The first to the crew, to let them know the majority had agreed with her.  She wouldn’t give any details of how many chose different options, or what those choices were.

      The second message was to the Admiral, declaring their allegiance to him and the forces he was already starting to build around the Bus.  A ship which, now the shields and weapons were nearly fully charged, she realised was far more powerful than any obsolete museum piece should be.  It might be old, but the readings showed it was still powerful.  It would be a major part of the defence force they would now need to throw together.

      Then she waited anxiously to see how many ships would throw in with the Admiral, and how many would still choose to side with Command or PradCorp.  How many lives would be wasted fighting for those lost causes?  She desperately hoped the number would be small.  In the days ahead they would need every ship and every person they could muster if Alakur was to remain free.

      She felt a thrill of excitement run through her at that thought.  Free!  Alakur could be free!  She wasn’t naive enough to think that would be without its challenges, but they would be challenges to be met by the people of Alakur without influence from anyone else.  Something she’d never imagined possible.
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      A week had passed.  Only a week, but to Savana it felt it should have been more like a month with everything that had happened.  What could have been, should have been, a disastrous set of events had been turned by the Admiral into something positive.  The Admiral, and the ancient battleship everyone was still affectionately calling the Bus, were a beacon of hope for the people of the system.

      Few had chosen to stand against his vision.  Most who had were from Command and had been in on the plan to break free of one corporation by siding with another.  Even those weren’t able to offer any real resistance, as the majority of their staff hadn’t been in on the preparations and decided that Admiral Teramdus had the right vision.

      Then, barely two days after events had kicked off, a PradCorp fleet had arrived in the system to regain control.  A fleet comprising three cruisers and a number of smaller ships, enough to easily overwhelm the system’s disorganised defence forces.  Or what the Corporation had imagined the defence forces would be.

      In the ensuing battle the Bus had proven to still be a battleship in its prime, despite the long years of inactivity.  And it had been joined by a number of ships emerging from junk yards and other locations where they had supposedly gone to be broken down.  Those, too, were in excellent fighting condition.

      The scope of the operation to keep their presence secret for decades or longer made Savana’s head whirl, though one small hint of how it had been done came out — it had been entirely managed by people who’d retired from the defence fleet or were close to their retirement.  People like the Admiral.

      Taken together that meant that rather than the Corporation fleet arriving as an overwhelming force, it was overwhelmed.  Overwhelmed and destroyed to a ship, meaning all PradCorp knew was that it had sent out a large fleet which would never return or be heard from again.

      Savana and her ship had played a small part in the battle.  The memory of it still made her chest swell.  It helped convince everyone they would be the spark to light a revolution against PradCorp.  A revolution which would sweep up more and more systems.

      As a sign of how things had changed those in charge of the system, the Admiral and the civilian governments, had decided to change its name.  Alakur had always been a name associated with PradCorp, a name imposed on the system hundreds of years ago.  Now the system had a new name.  The system was no longer Alakur… it was now Stormharbour.

      A day after the decisive victory over the Corporation fleet, Admiral Teramdus had outlined his plans.  They started with sending out small ships, dozens of them, to spread the word of the revolution.

      The ships would lead the way, contacting other systems to see which would most readily join the cause.  Even where systems might not join, the ships would spread the news to individual ships and stations.  Creating more sparks of resistance that could grow into flames over time.

      A call went out for people to pilot the ships, individuals who would be happy going into danger alone.  The ships to be used were significantly smaller than the defence force ships, which would be needed to defend against any further PradCorp attacks.  Smaller and faster than defence fleet ships, but just as well built.  Ships that could get in, spread the message, and get out again before being engaged.  Ships that needed just one person to fly them.

      Savana had signed up that day, as had one of the pilots from the Starbeam.  The rest of the crew decided to stay with the Starbeam under a new captain and do their bit within the system.  Leaving her ship, her crew, was difficult, but Savana was full of hope for the future.  This was something she knew would make a difference.  And she knew she was up to it.

      Not just flying the ship, but convincing people.  Energy flooded through her every time she thought about what they were doing, of how they would be freeing systems from the tyranny of PradCorp.  The tyranny of all corporations.

      As other systems joined they would create something powerful enough to stand against any corporation.  They would give freedom to those who would otherwise have had none.  They would make the universe a better place.  All she and the others heading out had to do was take the news to those systems, then she knew everything would change.

      Now, a week after her world had been turned upside down, she was waiting for the jump drive on her new ship to charge.  She had her list of systems to visit.  She had the recorded words of the Admiral and others.  Most of all, she had the arguments she’d created herself.  Words she had rewritten many times already in search of perfection, and which she was sure she would continue to polish.

      The new ship was called the Sagerhund.  While it wasn’t as powerful as the Starbeam, it was a solid little ship with some truly impressive engines.  It was now fitted with equally impressive communications gear.  That’s why she was leaving four days after having volunteered rather than straight away.  The communications gear had to be fitted to all the ships heading out.

      Two things would be critical to her mission succeeding.  The first was being able to spread her message as far and wide as possible.  The second was being able to get away again, because there was no doubt any PradCorp forces would be far from happy with the message she was spreading.  Now the ship was able to tackle both those tasks.

      The jump drive was ready.  With a smile, Savana reached out and activated it… launching her into her new adventure.
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      Kaira stared dispiritedly at the video playing out in front of her.  It wasn’t the images that had her feeling that way, awful though they were.  Images of slaves, all under the control of the Pradagrash Corporation, and all being treated badly. Those were images she’d seen before.  Images she and Tarkus had transmitted out across the system they were now in.

      Making use of the Wanderer’s amazing abilities with jump space, they’d visited two dozen different locations in only a handful of hours.  At each stop they’d sent out these messages showing just what the Corporation had done.

      The message had spread quickly through the system.  She knew that because at two more locations they hadn’t needed to transmit anything, they had received their own data packets as soon as they arrived.  That was a sign their videos were really having an effect.  The comments that came with the videos were a mixture of disbelief and dismay.  The message was getting through.

      Then, barely three hours after they first started transmitting the videos, the videos she was now watching started to spread.  Videos using some of the scenes from the original interspersed with others Kaira and Tarkus hadn’t even seen before.

      The new videos completely changed the narrative.  They reinforced that the Corporation wasn’t keeping slaves.  That, in fact, there had been times it had rescued slaves held by other corporations then freed them.  All lies, but it was an incredibly slick set of propaganda.  And it was working.  She could hardly believe it, but it was working.

      “Why are people accepting this version?” she asked finally.  “Why are they trusting what the Corporation is spoon-feeding them?”

      “When you shake people’s world-view it upsets them,” said Tarkus, his voice glum.  “Even without these new videos not everyone would have believed the evidence we provided.  Some would want to cling to their bubbles of normality.  Others would be too scared of the implications.  But even if most people did try to dismiss it initially, it would have worked its way in.  The videos would keep circulating.  People would get over the initial shock and start to consider that they might be real.  But that would have taken time.  With these new videos the Corporation has taken that time away.”

      “Everyone will just believe this?”

      “Not everyone.  I’m sure there were people who saw our videos and immediately understood they were real.  Other people will still have doubts which grow over time.  For some the speed with which the Corporation responded will in itself be suspicious.

      “But for far too many this will let them pack the problem away and shove it to the back of their mind.  They’ll focus on their day-to-day cares and this will just be an episode they try not to think about.”

      “It’s awful! How did they create something this slick this quickly?”

      “I don’t think they did.  This is too good.  I think they had most of this ready to go anyway.  They just spliced in some of the images we’d supplied, adding their own narrative over those.  A narrative they must have had ready to go, along with the video that didn’t come from us.  There’s no way they could have created this from scratch in such a short time.”

      “They had it ready to go? They knew we were coming here?”

      Tarkus sighed heavily and shook his head.

      “I wish that was the case.  No, this wasn’t because they knew we were coming.  This was because they knew someone might come.  I think they had this prepared because they knew someone might spread word of what they were doing eventually.  This is so slick, so cleverly worded, they must have spent weeks or months designing it.”

      Kaira stared at him in horror.

      “The people in charge of this system knew about the slaves? They knew, they were okay with it, and they had all this ready to go?”

      “Some of them, yes.  Not a huge number I’d guess.  It doesn’t take a huge number.  Just having the right people monitoring what was being transmitted around the system, ready to step in if someone started to distribute evidence of them keeping slaves.”

      “All of that effort just in case someone discovered the details of the slavery operation?”

      “Probably not.  I doubt this is only here for the slavery network.  There’s likely a number of things they don’t want their populations to know about.  Who knows what other secrets they’re waiting to jump on if they’re spilt.”

      “Surely there can’t be anything else as bad as slavery!”

      “Well, there are the devices they stuck inside you.  Those and the other toys they manufacture like it are pretty unpleasant.  Who knows what else they’re up to.”

      “So what do we do?” asked Kaira.

      “I don’t think there’s any point in hanging around this system now.  We sent out the message.  There’s nothing we can really add to it now.  Those who are going to listen despite the propaganda will do so.  Maybe our message will have an impact on more people in the long term, but it’s not going to significantly weaken the Corporation here.  Not in the short term.”

      “So we failed?”  Some of the lights on the flight deck changed colour, shading down.  Kaira cocked her head.  “Is that… sadness?”

      “You’re getting better at reading the Wanderer’s moods.  Yes, some sadness and some disappointment.”

      “That pretty much mirrors how I feel!”

      Though she did feel a little lifted at having interpreted what the wondrous ship was expressing.  Of course Tarkus had no need to interpret changes in lighting.  He felt what the Wanderer felt.  If she understood correctly, parts of their beings overlapped each other.

      Despite everything that had happened recently, she was still struggling to believe she was really on the Wanderer, was really flying with Jess.  No, with Tarkus.  She reminded herself never to use the other name.  She had to ensure she didn’t mention that name when anyone else was around.

      “I think both of you are being too pessimistic,” said Tarkus.  “This is one system.  There are six more on our list before we head back to the Omega and the Basilisk.  We don’t know if every one of those systems will be so well prepared.  And if they are, we now know what their tactics will be.  We can adjust ours to try and counter that.”

      “So on to the next system?” asked Kaira.

      “On to the next system.”

      “Well, they do say that Jess didn’t save the universe in a single day,” she said, fighting to keep a grin off her face.

      Tarkus turned and glared at her.

      “They don’t!” he said.

      “I’m afraid they do.  It’s not a particularly common saying, but I have heard it a few times.”

      Tarkus let out a particularly foul curse as he set the Wanderer turning to head away from the busy station they’d been picking comm traffic up from.  The mood lighting now shaded into brighter colours.  Kaira frowned.  This one had her stumped.

      “What does that mean?” she asked.

      “Amusement,” bit out Tarkus between clenched teeth.

      The orange lights intensified and Kaira couldn’t help but laugh.  She even noticed a slight smile cracked the side of Tarkus’s mouth before he was able to suppress it.

      Tarkus was right.  This was only the first system.  She realised her ideas of them flying in and causing system after system to immediately throw off the Corporation’s control, or at least seriously undermine it, had always been naïve.  They were taking on an absolutely massive organisation, one that had kept control of most of these systems for decades, and in some cases for hundreds of years.  Things wouldn’t change overnight.

      But she was determined things would change because of what she was doing.  People would ask questions about family members or friends who had vanished.  And, just maybe, some of those who’d been involved with the slavery operation would find their consciences sufficiently pricked to come out and say something.

      She and Tarkus might not have landed a killer blow against the Corporation, but put enough smaller blows together and they’d still be able to bring it down.  And they’d land more blows in the next system.
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      Three systems.  Three failures.  At least, that’s how Kaira saw them, even though Tarkus insisted they had been more successful at the second, and even more at the third.

      In the second and third system, the propaganda machine had kicked into gear just as quickly as at the first, the messaging had been just as smooth.  However, Tarkus had adjusted their own messaging to pre-empt the propaganda.  To warn people it would be coming, and point out how suspicious it would be if it came quickly.  They’d wondered if those in charge of the systems would hold off on the propaganda because of that, but they hadn’t.

      Kaira had to admit some of the chatter they were picking up before leaving the second and third systems showed signs more people were paying attention to the initial message about the Corporation keeping slaves than in the first system.  More, but not most.  Not anywhere near it.  That was why she was feeling down.

      She yawned deeply, and shook her head.

      “Sorry!” she said.  “I spent most of the night worrying rather than sleeping.  Now we’re out of the system that’s catching up with me.”

      “You might as well get some rest,” said Tarkus.  “It’s a little over fourteen hours until we reach the next system.”

      “Do you want me to take over and give you a break later on so you can rest?”

      Tarkus grinned.  “No need.  Not with the Wanderer.  Even when I’m sleeping I’m linked with the ship.  My implants allow me to wake up and handle the transition without getting out of my warm bed, then get straight back to sleep again afterwards.”

      “So why exactly do you need me as a copilot?”

      “Just because I can wake up to do that doesn’t mean I always want to!  But there’s no point in cutting your sleep short this time.  The other reason I need a copilot is I’ve learnt that shit happens sometimes.  I’d like to know you’re able to handle the ship if needs be.”

      “Or another ship.  Like when I flew the Basilisk.”

      “Hopefully not, but exactly.  Flying the Wanderer is a lot easier than most ships, but we can have the controls configured so the Wanderer behaves like a normal ship to develop your skills.”

      “Still, it must be nice to be able to fly the ship from bed!  Some of us don’t have that option!”

      “It has its advantages.”

      There was a slight smile on his face, as if something she’d said had struck him as funny, but she was too tired to try and dig into what it was.

      “All right,” she said.  “In that case I’m going to go grab a solid eight hours of sleep.  I’ll see you later on.”

      “Sleep well.”

      Kaira walked off the flight deck, through the short corridor and the next security door, and then stopped.  It still felt strange that her cabin was so close, directly opposite Tarkus's, having spent so long on the Glimmer with her cabin a floor down from the flight deck.

      The first security door opened for her.  She stepped in and felt it close behind her before the inner door opened.  She felt herself relax as she entered her cabin.  It was the one place on the ship, the one place in the universe, which was truly hers.

      The Wanderer kept it that way, not even allowing Tarkus to know what she had done with the interior.  Only she, and the Wanderer, knew about the room.  That gave her a sense of security which had been missing from her life for a long, long time.

      She had planned to decompress for a little while, having a wash and getting changed, but another yawn nearly overwhelmed her.  It was all she could do to kick off her boots then take off her jacket and trousers before clambering into bed.  She was asleep almost as soon as her head touched the pillow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Marcia cursed as the Basilisk was struck by another powerful blow.  Warnings flashed on her displays highlighting that the rear shields were dropping dangerously low.  She sent the Basilisk through another turn, just managing to avoid a follow-up strike from the ship that was targeting them.

      “Turn you bastard!” she hissed between clenched teeth as she tried to force the freighter to perform feats it had never been designed for.

      “They’re charging for another powerful shot,” said Flick quietly from the seat she was strapped into.

      “Hold on!” shouted Marcia.

      “Trust me, we all are!”

      Marcia couldn’t help but smile despite the dire situation.  She was a pilot with a decade of experience.  Flick was a teenager, fourteen and small for her size.  Yet Flick was far calmer than Marcia.  Not because Marcia understood the danger they were in better, but because Flick was… well, Flick.

      None of them were going to be anything but an expanding cloud of atoms unless Marcia could pull off a miracle.  The Basilisk wasn’t turning quickly enough.  The rear shield was still partially exposed to the shot which was going to be coming at them any moment.  There was no way the big freighter could turn in time.

      So Marcia took a desperate gamble.  The ship was turning to the right, so she slammed emergency power and more into the left-hand engine while completely killing the right.  Dire warnings sprung up on her displays.  At least she assumed they were dire from the colour and size of them, but she cleared them so quickly there was no chance to read them.

      There were cries from around her on the bridge and from further back in the ship.  The more than twenty teens and pre-teens should be strapped in, but what she’d just done had overwhelmed the inertial dampers.  All the air had been driven from her own lungs and she’d heard the ship groan around them.

      The ship rocked as another blast of energy struck it, but she could tell from her displays it had caused less damage than the last.  Her last-minute efforts had moved the ship enough that most of the power of the shot had missed them.

      Even so, what hit them would have overwhelmed the rear shields, vaporising the ship… if her gamble hadn’t paid off.  The Basilisk had turned and the starboard shields had held easily.

      With the ship turned far enough she carefully reduced power to the left engine and brought up power to the right.  Doing either too suddenly after a stunt like that would be disastrous on any ship, and the Basilisk had been far from well-maintained by the crew in charge of it before she and the kids took it over.

      “We’ll be in cover behind the Omega in five seconds,” Flick said.  “Four… three… two… one… we’re safe.”

      Flick’s voice was still even and calm.  Marcia was certain her own wasn’t when she replied.

      “We’re safe for a minute or two,” she said.  “The three ships out there have figured they can’t do much against the Omega’s shields, so they’re focusing on us.  They can come around the Omega in enough different directions we won’t be able to hide from them all.”

      “It buys us a bit of time for the shields to recover.”

      “Not enough.  I should have transferred all of you over to the Omega when things were quiet.  It might be huge and slow, but its shields can hold off one hell of a lot of punishment.”

      “Like any of us would have gone!  You know that.  We’ve been together since the start, since we managed to wrest control of this ship.  We’re not splitting up now!”

      Marcia bit her tongue rather than retorting that they were going to be together at the end as well.  That wasn’t helpful.

      “Any luck with the jump engine?” she asked instead.

      “Still resetting.  I don’t think it’s actually damaged, but this heap of shit doesn’t like being shaken up.  I’d say it should be ready to start charging in five or six minutes, but I’m really just guessing.”

      “Let me know the moment it’s able to take a charge.  If we can spare the power I want us to be charging it.”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      Marcia winced.  Flick hadn’t come out and said it but she might as well have said of course! Flick was hardly going to sit on that news, was she?

      Marcia turned her attention to the displays showing the position of the three Corporation ships.  All were significantly larger and more powerful than the Basilisk, combat ships rather than freighters, but unfairly they were also all faster than the Basilisk.

      The only advantage she had right then was an ability to know their exact positions even when they were behind the huge bulk of the Omega.  That was because the Omega was relaying the information to her.

      She was hugely grateful for the relay, and even more grateful those on the Omega weren’t trying to offer helpful advice.  She was a good enough pilot to know her options, and just how limited they were.

      She’d even considered attempting a crash dock with the Omega to get the kids off, but there was no way she could do that and get clear before the Basilisk could be targeted.  If the Basilisk was destroyed while docked with the Omega it would be within the larger ship’s shields, which then wouldn’t be able to save the huge freighter from taking massive damage.  If they were going to survive they needed a miracle.  She knew of only one source of miracles.

      “Tarkus, Kaira,” she said, so quietly even Flick wouldn’t hear.  “Now would be a great time for you to turn up!”

      But she knew they wouldn’t.  They couldn’t possibly have reached even
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