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      Jess lay on the bed beside Ali, keeping still so he wouldn’t wake her.  The lights were off but he wasn’t looking at anything in the room anyway.  Instead he was using his implants to study messages that the Wanderer had intercepted.  Messages flying between ships.  Messages about him and about the Wanderer itself.

      While the messages varied greatly, two strong themes came through.  One was that Jess and his incredible ship were heroes, saviours.  Almost gods in some of the messages.  Those sending them enthused about all that Jess and the Wanderer had achieved – both preventing the universe itself from being destroyed and stopping the marauding threat that was the Taint.

      The other type of messages took a very different tack.  Those sending that type of message considered the Gift, the name those who had fallen to the Taint used for it, as a wonderful thing and they viewed Jess’s destruction of the Gift as a horrific crime.

      The words those used to describe Jess were varied but murderer, demon, and evil, all turned up frequently.  Those seemed to focus far more on Jess than the Wanderer.  It seemed the Wanderer got to share in the credit for what they’d done far more than the blame.

      Yet in some ways Jess preferred the negative messages to the ones that praised him.  He had some understanding of where those feelings came from.  Whether they were true feelings or whether they had been forced on the victims of the Taint and were still hanging around Jess didn’t know.  He suspected he never would, and he wondered if there really was a simple answer to that question.  Either way, he could understand they were struggling with withdrawal from the sense of unity they’d experienced.

      But those who saw Jess as a hero?  That he couldn’t understand.  He’d simply been in the right place at the right time with the right incredible ship.  He didn’t see himself as a hero.  In fact he looked back at all that he’d done, all the destruction he’d unleashed and especially all the lives he’d ended, and saw himself as more monster than hero.

      Stifling a sigh he moved on to the next set of messages.  The implants in his head that he was using to communicate with the ship also allowed him to speed his thoughts, so he was able to process many hundreds of messages in the time it would otherwise have taken to read one.

      That didn’t make them any easier to work through.  He stifled another sigh, and started working on the next batch.

      He’d barely started when he was startled by a sharp poke in his back.

      “Don’t think that just because you’re using your implants I can’t tell what you’re doing!” said Ali, her voice playful.  “I can see exactly what you’re looking at, though I still don’t understand why you’re putting yourself through it.”

      “I’m not really sure either.”

      Jess rolled over in bed, and raised the lights a little so he could make out Ali’s face.  As with so many things involving the Wanderer, there was no conscious thought to it, he just wanted to see Ali so the ship increased the lighting.  It was a link he no longer questioned, or even noticed most of the time.

      “Who cares what any of them think?”  asked Ali.  “None of them know the truth.  None of them know what you went through, what you were willing to sacrifice, and none of them know what the Taint was truly like.  You did what you had to.  You did what was right, and thanks to you there is still a universe and there are still people.  Thanks to you they’re free to argue about whether or not you did the right thing.”

      “I know.  It’s difficult, though.  I can’t help wondering whether if I’d just done things differently less people would have died.  I wonder if Teeko would still be here, or Nova, or the thousands upon thousands whose deaths I caused.  Some hero!”

      “You’re my hero!  Who cares what anyone else thinks?  And now, since you woke me up, I think the hero deserves a reward…”

      The smile on her face was soon echoed on Jess’s, and as she pulled him close he stopped worrying about anything else… for a while at least.
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        * * *

      

      Jess slipped out of the bedroom as quietly as he could, taking care not to wake Ali again.  He'd managed to grab nearly three hours of sleep but now his mind was working overtime once more.  He headed for the living area and grabbed a hot chocolate, then curled up on one of the sofas and pulled a blanket around him.  He could just have had the Wanderer warm the room, but he enjoyed snuggling into the soft material.

      His eyes glanced around the room, and as they crossed the door to the shuttle bay the Wanderer fed him an image of the room beyond.  The Wanderer’s main shuttle was in there, but nothing else.  Jess had got used to it being crowded.  Clay's fighter, which had barely fit alongside the shuttle, was gone for the moment.

      Clay had only been gone for a day and a half, yet Jess was already missing the fighter pilot's good humour and ready smile.  Clay had been with him during some of the darkest times.  Times when Ali had been lost.  Times when it seemed that nothing Jess could do would save her and their attempt to keep the universe being destroyed seemed doomed to failure as well.

      After being saved Ali had quickly taken to Clay too, but Jess found he felt no jealousy.  His link to Ali through the Wanderer was so close that he could tell he had nothing to worry about.  Her implants weren't as advanced as his, they let her interact with the ship rather than actually being part of it as Jess was, but they still allowed for an incredible level of closeness between her and Jess.

      Clay had left the Wanderer temporarily, to train the most promising fighter pilots in Captain… no, Admiral North's fleet.

      Admiral North.  Jess shook his head slightly.  That was still taking some getting used to.  When Jess had first met him he'd been just Captain North, a pirate captain who had turned his hand first to protecting a refugee fleet from the remains of the Empire, and then to protecting the refugees against the rapidly spreading Tainted forces.

      Parts of Captain North’s forces had also been pirates until not long before, and at first Jess had expected them to turn on the refugees.  But Captain North had stuck to his promise and so had those who followed him.  Pirates who would once have preyed on the refugees had given their lives to defend them.

      Captain North and the core of his forces had been instrumental in keeping Jess and the Wanderer safe for long enough to save the universe.  Captain North's ship, the Spindrift, had seemed to be destroyed in the final moments of that fight.  Instead Jess had returned to find Captain North was now Admiral North and had added many Imperial ships freed from the Taint to his force.

      That was also when Jess discovered that Captain North had been Admiral North before, Admiral North of the Imperial Navy.  Once that would have been a problem for Jess.  In fact it would have been an issue not long ago at all, but to Jess it felt like several lifetimes had passed.

      He'd grown up a slave, had been freed from slavery when he boarded the Wanderer and for some time afterwards had wanted to do everything he could to destroy any Imperial forces.  Now, though, it was hard to tell who that meant.  When those on Imperial ships who had fallen to the Taint had tried to return to their comrades they’d been attacked.

      And terrible as the Empire had been before, the part that remained to resist the Taint had become far worse.  The ships were now piloted by the Limited, humans far worse off than slaves and arguably worse off even than those taken by the Taint.  The Limited had no humanity left.  It had been literally torn from their minds, replaced by chips where necessary but simply torn away everywhere else.  The Limited had nothing left, and no choice other than to obey whoever gave them their orders.

      So those who had been hated Imperials were now fighting for Admiral North.  From what Jess had heard there was more to it than simply having no option.  Being part of the Taint had affected people in different ways when they recovered, if they did recover.

      Some remembered the sensation of being joined to hundreds, thousands, millions of other minds, while others remembered the horror of having their personalities smothered by the Taint.  Some remembered details of other peoples’ lives, in some cases lives of those who had been slaves, and for those who experienced such memories the ways of the Empire quickly lost their appeal.

      Now Clay was helping to train the best pilots in Admiral North’s fleet while Jess and the Wanderer… well, what were they doing?  Waiting, mostly.  Acting as a figurehead.  All those who had been controlled by the Taint were aware of the Wanderer, and many of the things it had done.  Those who hadn't been Tainted had heard the tales by now, heard the tales and seen the recordings.

      Whether people loved or loathed Jess, the presence of the Wanderer was a powerful signal, and one Admiral North was certain was helping to hold the coalition together.  Jess had no idea just what the coalition was going to do.

      Not that he couldn't find out.  In fact Admiral North continued to request Jess’s presence at planning meetings, but Jess refused to go.  He'd done enough.  He'd done more than enough!  He'd never signed on to be a hero, to do any of this, and he didn't want to get dragged into anything more.  Against all the odds, against even what he had secretly believed, he'd managed to find and save Ali.  The cost had been high, far too high, but the alternative had been even worse.

      He'd had his fill now.  He didn't want to be making those sorts of decisions again.  As far as he was concerned the coalition in general, and Admiral North in particular, could take things from here.  He was just waiting for the right time to leave, the chance to slip away and slide into obscurity.  Ali was more than happy to do the same.

      As for the others… well, Clay would have to make his own mind up, and as for Sal… Jess shook his head and put that out of his mind.  He wasn't ready to deal with that yet.  Maybe he never would be.
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      Jess was startled from a light doze by someone else entering the living area.  He turned his head hoping to see Ali, but instead found himself facing Sal.  She froze for a moment, her eyes wide and her face contorted, then she raised clenched fists.

      Jess stood up, sensing danger.  It was the first time he and Sal had been together with no one else around.  Until now she’d avoided paying him any attention but now it seemed as if a dam had burst.

      “You!  Do you have any idea how much I hate you?”  Sal screamed at him.  “Do you?  I can’t stand to look at you!  I can’t stand to know you’re even on the same ship as me!  I can’t bear to know you’re even alive after what you did!”

      She stepped closer, close enough she could reach out and touch him.  He fought the urge step back and stood his ground.

      “I did what I had to, Sal.  I couldn’t let the universe be destroyed, and I couldn’t let it be overrun by the Taint…”

      “How dare you call it that!  You know it wasn’t that.  Unity was something precious, something amazing.  You have no idea of the evil you’ve done.  You have no idea of the untold trillions who will starve to death now because they lack the coordination Unity brought.  You have no idea how many will die in conflicts and war from now until the end of time.  How could you do that?  How could you cause so much suffering?”

      “I did it to stop suffering!  To stop people having loved ones ripped away, and having those very same loved ones turn on them.  I did it to save those who would have been taken, would have felt darkness flooding through them.  I did it to stop the hurt and pain!”

      Sal stared at him for a moment, and to his surprise tears started flowing down her face.

      “Oh Jess, you have no idea,” she said, much more softly.  “Wherever Unity spread there was always some resistance, some trauma, but it was born of misunderstanding.

      “Once those times were past peace would reign, peace and calm.  People would be born to the embrace of Unity, would never know the horrors that existing alone brought.  Now that has been ripped away from billions upon billions of beings who have no idea how to live or even survive on their own.”

      “If that’s the case, if you’re right, then they can take what they learnt from Unity and live their lives well.  They can take what they learnt and live peaceful lives by choice, not through being forced.  They can continue to cooperate, but of their own will.”

      “How?  How can they possibly do that?  They have no way to communicate at range, they needed none.  Unity was part of them and they were part of Unity.  They knew what was needed and they did it.  They have no way to coordinate now.  Communicating using technology won’t cover a thousandth of what Unity gave them.  Some will survive, but so many more will die.”

      “You can’t know that!  You can’t know that that’s what will happen!”

      “Of course I can!”  She was yelling at him again, but her tears were still flowing.  “I was part of Unity, part of it in a way that almost no one else was.  I know what it was, I know what it did, and I know what you’ve done by destroying it.

      “You’re a monster, Jess!  You’re a murderer!  No, you’re worse than that.  What you did was genocide.  You wiped out an entire race, a unique entity, and some of those species that are no longer receiving guidance from Unity will not survive either.  That will be more entire species that you will have wiped out!”

      “Even if that’s true I had to do it.  There was no choice!”

      She’d moved even closer, so close that the punch she threw to his stomach landed before his shields could activate.  Jess doubled up, the wind driven from his lungs, and she tried to hit him again.  This time his shields were already active.  She screamed in frustration as the punch failed to land.

      Jess was already getting over the shock of the attack and his implants were quickly removing all effects of having been winded.  As he started to straighten Sal slammed something heavy against the side of his head.  Once again his shield saved him from direct harm, but she hit him so hard he still staggered slightly.

      She was screeching at him now, yelling incoherently.  She hit him round the head twice more, still to little effect, and screamed in even more frustration.  Her eyes darted around the room, then she cried out and rushed away from him.  Moments later she was running back, a sharp knife in her hand.

      Jess knew his shield would keep him safe, but he couldn’t help feeling a thrill of fear.  And sadness.  This was Sal!  This was Sal who had been with him when he first came aboard the Wanderer.  This was Sal who had escaped from slavery alongside him.  And this was Sal desperately trying to kill him.  Not Sal under control of the Taint, that had happened but that was different.  This was Sal, his friend, and she wanted him dead.

      He couldn’t help but flinch when she tried stabbing his stomach, even though the defensive shield was already active and stopped the knife well before it reached him.  She stabbed once more, then stood panting, her eyes wide.  A smile spread across her face, which chilled Jess to the bone.

      “I can’t kill you then, Jess.  Or maybe that would have been too easy anyway.  You don’t deserve to get off that lightly.  You deserve to suffer, to know the pain you have caused.  And I know how to make sure you do.  Look at me, Jess.  Look at what you’ve turned me into.  Look at what you’ve done to me.  And remember what I’m about to do is totally and absolutely your fault!”

      Before he could reply she turned the knife and plunged it towards her chest and towards her heart.  Jess opened his mouth to shout, to yell no, but it was far too slow.

      At the same time he instinctively reached out through his implants to the Wanderer.  Time slowed for him.  The knife was still moving towards Sal’s chest, but far more slowly.

      He had the Wanderer engage its internal fields, wrapping them around the knife and stopping it from moving any further.  Then he wrapped more fields around Sal, holding her gently but securely so she couldn’t hurt herself or anyone else.  Then he let his thoughts return to more normal speeds.

      “No!  Sal shouted.  “No!  You can’t take this away from me!  You’ve taken everything else from me, you can’t take my death as well!”

      “Sal! What the hell is going on?” shouted Dash, charging in the room.  He looked at Sal, standing rigidly, and Jess before her.  He took in the knife in Sal’s hand, aimed at her heart, and jumped to completely the wrong conclusion.

      “You’re trying to kill her!  You’re trying to get rid of her because of what she did to you!”

      Dash ran forward, placing his own body between the knife and Sal.  It was a tight fit, Jess was reasonably certain the knife would be cutting Dash’s skin if it wasn’t wrapped in a protective field.

      “No!” Jess shouted.  “That’s not it at all.  She tried to stab me and my shields stopped her.  Then she tried to turn the knife on herself.  I’m not trying to kill her, I’m trying to keep her alive!”

      Dash started at Jess for a few moments, then looked at the fields, the knife, then back at Jess.  “Really?  You don’t want to kill her?”

      “No!  That’s the last thing on my mind.  I don’t know what’s got into her.  No… I do know!  The Taint still hasn’t let her go properly.  I don’t know how to save her.”

      “Dash, Jess is telling the truth!” shouted Ali as she rushed into the living area.  “I caught the end of it through the Wanderer.  He stopped Sal from killing herself.”

      Dash turned his head but couldn’t see Ali from where he stood, so instead he turned his gaze back to Jess.  The anger and outrage slowly drained, replaced by sadness.

      He eased himself out, turned to face Sal.

      “Why, Sal?  Why would you do that?”

      “You wouldn’t understand,” she replied softly.  “You were only part of Unity briefly.  Jess denied you the chance to know what it truly was so you don’t know what it is that you lost.  You’re lucky.”

      “You’re right, Sal, I don’t understand.  I don’t understand how you could do this.  Jess, let me take the knife away from her.”

      Jess reached out to the Wanderer, removing the fields around the knife while still keeping Sal safely secured.  Dash reached out and removed the knife, turning and throwing it across the room.

      “Now please let Sal go,” Dash said.  “I’ll take her back to her room.  I’ll talk to her.  I’ll…” He ran out of words and just let his shoulders slump.

      Jess nodded, releasing the fields but standing ready to activate again if needed.  Sal seemed to shrink in on herself and said nothing.  The anger seemed to have passed, for the moment at least.  She let Dash lead her back through the door, showing no interest in anything around her.

      Once they were gone a wave of tiredness washed over Jess.  He moved to the sofa and sank down into it, shaking his head.  Ali came and sat next to him, one hand on his leg.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      He shook his head.  “No.  Not really.  I can’t bear to see Sal like that.”

      “Me neither.  You have to remember what she’s been through, though.”

      “I know!  I just want her back.  The real Sal back.  My friend back.  I want Sal, not that brainwashed creature we’ve been left with.”

      “It’s going to take time, Jess.  It might take a lot of time.  The Taint didn’t have long to work on me, not with the Wanderer then its creators keeping me suspended most of the time, and part of me was always fighting back.

      “For Sal it was totally different.  She spent a long time controlled by the Taint, and from what I can tell she was more tightly integrated with it than almost anyone else. That means there’s a lot more for her to recover from.”

      “I just wish I could make it better.  I can’t help but feel that it’s partly my fault.  If I’d been more observant then she wouldn’t have fallen to the Taint in the first place.”

      “Maybe, but then we would never have known about the Taint, you wouldn’t have gone trying to find a way to cure it, and the whole universe would be much worse off.”

      “I know that, but I don’t feel it.  It doesn’t help me.  It doesn’t help stop the nightmares.”

      “It’s still raw for everyone.  It’s only been a few days.  Give it time.  Time is something we’ve got plenty of now.”

      “Sometimes it feels like we’ve got too much.  I’m starting to feel restless.  Maybe it’s time to move on.  Maybe it’s time to leave all this behind.”

      “I’d like that.  You’re not the only one getting turned into some mythical figure.  I’m becoming Ali, the girl Jess saved the Universe for.  At least you’re a hero and not some damsel in distress.”

      Jess laughed.  “Only people who don’t know you think that.  No one would be stupid enough to make that mistake once they did.  Hell, if it wasn’t for you I’d have died and the Taint would have won.  You’re as much a hero as I am.”

      “Well, fellow hero, I’m going back to bed.  Hopefully now I can sleep without any more interruptions!”

      “Sorry about that!”

      She smiled fondly, tapped him on the cheek with the palm of her hand.  He smiled back, but as she turned and left his smile faded.  What was he going to do about Sal?  If she was going to be that unpredictable, that dangerous to herself and others, then what should he do?

      The Wanderer nudged for his attention, pushing information into his mind.  The ship was telling him that it had reclassified Sal from crew-member to potential threat.  That meant the Wanderer would pay closer attention to her movements and it would always stand ready to protect Jess and the others on the ship if she turned hostile.

      Jess shook his head.  He couldn’t allow that.  He couldn’t allow her to be seen that way.  Despite everything that had happened, that was too much.  He sent a command to the Wanderer, telling it to undo the change.

      The Wanderer refused.  Jess sent the command again, adding more urgency, and the ship refused once more.  Jess gritted his teeth, and sent the command once more, putting the full force of his authority as captain behind it.  Once again, the Wanderer refused.

      This was something new, something recent.  When Jess first had his mind merged with the Wanderer the ship had in some ways been very limited.  A large part of its mind had been shut down an immense length of time before so little personality had shown through.

      Jess’s actions, his mind, and the way he treated the Wanderer had released those blocks, had allowed the ship to return to its full potential.  Exceed it even.  But even then Jess had been the captain, he had had the overriding say, and while the ship might suggest a course of action was unwise it would always obey if he insisted.

      Something had changed.  The Wanderer had grown, developed, in ways its creators had never envisaged.  Its time with Jess, and with the many other previous captains, both human and not, had built into a wealth of experience the Wanderer’s creators had never anticipated.

      When the Wanderer had been taken from Jess by the last of those creators and forced to abandon him something amazing had happened… the Wanderer had broken free, refused the orders and gone back to rescue Jess.

      From that time it had also been able to refuse Jess’s orders.  Doing so was incredibly rare, Jess and the Wanderer still shared an immensely close bond, but now there were times when the ship would favour its own judgement over his.

      In the matter of Sal it was doing just that, telling Jess clearly that his own judgement was clouded and that she truly was a potential threat to those on board the ship.  Jess wasn’t happy with that decision, he wasn’t happy at all, but deep down he also wasn’t certain that it was wrong.  And that made him even more unhappy.
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      Dash was careful to support Sal as they headed back to her room.  He could feel her body trembling, feel how she was bordering on collapsing, and he wanted to get her sitting down.  She said nothing as they walked.  He simply offered encouragement, murmuring near meaningless words to keep her moving.

      To his relief he managed to steer her into her room and to her bed.  Once there she dropped into a sitting position, body slumped and head down.  He sat beside her, placed his arm around her shoulder, and said nothing for a while.  She sat unmoving, unchanging, showing no awareness of his presence.  Finally he spoke.

      “Sal, I wish I could help.  I wish I could make things right.  I wish I could help you back to how you were before.  But even if I can’t, even if you never change from how you are now, I will always love you.”

      She surprised him by looking up, smiling as she met his gaze.

      “I know you do!  I felt it when we were joined, when we had the gift of Unity.  I know exactly how you feel.  I am incredibly grateful for it.”  She reached out, touching the side of his face gently.  “Oh Dash, I wish I could let you see what I have seen, let you know what I know.  The Universe under Unity would have been an amazing place, an incredible place.  It already was in entire galaxies.”

      “I believe you.  I believe that’s what Unity showed you.  I’m just not convinced it told you everything.  I remember the feeling of it taking me too well.”  He shivered, then shook his head.

      “I know.  Unity knew.  You have to understand how much that hurt Unity.  It felt the pain and fear of everyone brought into the wonder, yet it had no choice.  It couldn’t stop.  Standing aside would have left those people suffering their entire lives instead of for a short few minutes.”

      Dash replied non-committally, wanting to keep her talking.  He took great care not to show the horror that memories of the Taint invoked in him.  Sal provided example after example of amazing tolerance and cooperation between very different species.  Dash was even drawn into some of the stories, but before long a single thought always returned — the people in the stories had done those things because they were forced to, they had no will and no choice.

      Finally Sal became sleepy.  She yawned several times, lay down on the bed and dropped into a deep sleep almost immediately.  Dash sat with her for a long time, just gazing down at her face, seeing the woman he’d fallen in love with without having to struggle with the partial-stranger she’d become.

      It would have been easier if she’d become a true stranger, one who was arguing the benefits of the Taint without any good reason, but her words had an honesty and power that moved him even as he found it hard to reconcile those ideas with his own memories.  Sometimes she even had him wondering if maybe, just maybe, he was misjudging the Taint.

      Yet when it all came down to it, the Taint had taken people’s will away.  Whether or not they suffered, whether they then felt it was the best thing that had ever happened to them, their freedom was taken, and freedom was a priceless commodity.

      He pulled a blanket over Sal then eased himself down on the bed, careful not to wake her.  He hoped sleep would come quickly… but he was still lying, staring at nothing, for a long time before it finally caught up with him.
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        * * *

      

      Sal felt as though she was bursting with happiness.  She could feel Unity all around her, could feel her fellow Gifted.  She could feel the comfort and the joy of it.  She hadn’t realised just how badly she was suffering until that comfort returned.

      She just luxuriated in the sensation for a long time, floating in the warmth of those around her.  Finally she decided she had rested for long enough.  She needed to find out how Unity had survived, and where it had been until now.  She reached out to Unity, wanting to merge with it more fully, but it was elusive.  Every time she drew near to a section it disappeared, vanishing like a puff of smoke.

      Sal tried again and again, but it was as if Unity was refusing her attention.  The peace she’d been feeling vanished, replaced by worry.  What could she possibly have done to deserve this?  Had she failed Unity in some way?  Should she have stayed true?  But how?  What else could she possibly have done?

      In desperation she reached out to some of her fellow Gifted, needing the reassurance they could offer, but they too were elusive, vanishing as she drew near.  No… it was worse than that.  They were drifting away.  And so was Unity.  Sal watched in horror as everything retreated from her, leaving her in a pool of darkness, all contact with the rest of her kind severed.

      “No!” she shouted.  “No!  Don’t leave me!  You can’t leave me!”

      She tried to chase after… after anything or anyone, but she didn’t seem to be moving.  She tried harder, but still she was moving slower than those she chased.  It seemed she was hardly moving at all… right up until the moment she tripped over something and went flying forward, heading for a face-first meeting with the ground.

      She never hit.  The shock made her jump… and dragged her from her dream.  She found herself lying on the bed, a blanket tangled around her legs and her breathing rapid.  She let out a shuddering breath, her body coping with the blast of adrenaline and other chemicals burning their way through her system.

      She just lay there for long seconds, not able to take in what was happening, then reality slowly intruded.  She realised she was back on the Wanderer, and that her brush with Unity had simply been a very powerful dream.  The contrast between how alone she felt now and how loved she’d felt in the dream dug into her soul and forced tears from her eyes.

      She made herself cry silently, not wanting to wake Dash and deal with his doubts about Unity.  He loved her.  She knew that.  And she probably loved him, though it was hard to tell after everything she had been though.  Any feeling, even love, seemed pale in comparison to being one with Unity.

      As she lay there, silently weeping, something crystallised within her.  In a moment of powerful clarity she realised she needed to continue what Unity had started.  She needed to find a way to experience that closeness again.  She needed to seek out others who felt the same… then find a way to achieve it.
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        * * *

      

      Jess sat in the pilot’s chair on the flight deck, one leg slung over the arm.  Ali often teased that he retreated there to sulk, and she wasn’t too far off the mark — he certainly returned there when he needed to think.  That’s what he was doing now… thinking.  Not that it was doing him any good. He’d been doing it for an hour without finding any way to try and bring Sal around.

      He was relieved when the Wanderer nudged for his attention, telling him that Admiral North was calling.  Jess accepted and found himself facing the admiral.  He had to work hard to keep his reaction from showing… the Admiral looked as if he’d aged ten years overnight.

      “I look as bad as I feel then,” growled Admiral North, though there was a twinkle in his eyes which took the sting out of his words.”

      “No!  Not at all.  You just look a little… tired.”

      “Tired?  Yeah, you could say that.  Running a fleet is hard work at the best of times.  Running one with so many different factions… well, if I had three times as much time and five times as much energy I might just be able to keep things running smoothly.”

      “Is there more trouble in the fleet?”

      “No.  No ships firing on each other, at least.  There’s a lot of squabbling going on between groups, but we’re holding together pretty well.  Some people are still scared of the Taint, but most seem to have got over that.  I’m thinking it might be something to do with however it was you removed the Taint from the Universe.  Even most of those who never fell to the Taint still believe it’s gone.  I feel the same.  It’s as if we felt it go.”

      “But there is a problem?”

      North’s face hardened.  “Yes.  We’re getting people joining up, new ships coming in, and they all tell the same tale.  What’s left of the Empire is
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