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   “O conscience, into what abyss of fears and horrors have you driven me!”
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Prologue
 
    
 
   Planet Osiris, Pegasus System, 2514
 
    
 
   It was a perfectly clear night with not a cloud in the sky; light from the twin moons illuminated every surface with their ethereal radiance.  The light seemed to crystallise everything, making it glow with a ghostly visage.  All was perfectly still, frozen in time, content to bathe in that silvery glow against a backdrop of stars that glittered like diamonds scattered across the heavens.
 
   That tranquillity was shattered only moments later by a shadow detaching itself from a wall and stealthily making its way through the extensive gardens.  It drifted like a wraith, cloaked in darkness, silently drifting around exquisite rosebushes and flowerbeds.  Frequently it stopped, as if waiting for some response, before resuming its soundless passage.
 
   Ears straining, listening for the tiniest whisper, Alex Grey silently cursed to himself.  How could it be such a beautifully clear night?  A time for illicit lovers to be frolicking under the canopy of stars.  Where were the tempestuous thunderclouds? The jagged bolts of lightning? The rolling echo of thunder?  Wasn’t that the traditional weather associated with a person in the act of committing a vile deed?  He was sure that he had read it somewhere before.  After all, what greater act of evil was there than to deliberately take the life of another?
 
   Murder.
 
   The very word sent a shudder through him, taking up residence in the pit of his stomach, leaving nothing behind but a hollow void.  Once again he questioned his reasons for being there that night, but it was far from the first time he had committed such heinous crimes.
 
   At thirty-nine, a bastard from Deneb, having already spent a number of years in prison, he was in no rush to return there, but what other options were open to him? Having spent most of his life in the military, serving High-Lord William Stanton, he had eventually achieved the rank of Lieutenant-Colonel, a meteoric rise for someone who had started life so low.  Even he would agree that his fall from grace had been equally spectacular. Convicted, stripped of his rank, dishonourably discharged and then sentenced to many years’ incarceration for his crimes.  Even that hadn’t been punishment enough for his persecutors, condemning him to spend the reminder of his time in isolation and utter darkness, for the murder of two fellow convicts.  They had thrown him into the deepest darkest pit of Hades that they could find, confident that he would never again see the light of day.
 
   Now with a lifetime of nothing but regrets, little prospects and a burning desire to never return to that hell-hole that he had crawled out from, he had come to realise that he had nothing else to lose, and this job would pay well, extremely well, being more than enough for him to retire on.
 
   At least he had his gaolers to thank for one thing.  Having spent years in pitch black, his night vision was exceptional and he could see his surroundings with perfect clarity—including the guard that was sleepily continuing his rounds, oblivious to his presence.
 
   Nothing ever happened on Osiris.
 
   As the seat of-power for High-Lord Hadley and his scion, it was one of the more heavily defended planets in the Imperium.  Surrounded with sensor-nets and quantum entanglement scanners, nothing larger than a moderately sized speck of dust could approach undetected. If any vessel with hostile intent did ever approach, the massive orbiting ion guns, interceptors and missiles, and beyond them the ground-based laser batteries, would shatter any warship thousands of kilometres distant, long before it could even become visible to the impressive residence and pristine gardens, that comprised High-Lord Hadley’s bastion of power.
 
   Past the gardens, the vista opened up and he could finally see his ultimate destination which stood four storeys high and built of white stone in the classic style. A single central entrance on the first floor dominated the façade and from this, twin-curving staircases descended to ground level.  In a sea of gardens, hedgerows and lakes, the building was a citadel, standing tall, alone and totally inaccessible.
 
   The protectors of High-Lord Hadley and his family had made the fatal mistake of putting all their faith and trust in such distant defences, thinking it impossible that any ship existed that could slip through undetected.  A ship very much like the one that he possessed—unique.  The only one in existence, well at least according to its one and only previous owner.
 
   While Alex had arrived unnoticed, he very much doubted that his exit was going to be quite as easy.  So he altered direction, following the path that the guard had walked, whilst slipping the fusion pistol from his holster.
 
   The pistol, like his ship, was extremely rare.  Both cost more than he would earn in a hundred lifetimes and therefore were highly coveted, assuming people knew that he possessed them. It went without saying that he hadn’t purchased either of them as both were simply on loan to him. However, with their previous owners now deceased it was definitely a long term lease, most likely to last a lifetime, regardless of how many minutes, hours, days or years that might be counted in.
 
   Alex caught up with the guard just as he disappeared inside the residence, being fortunate to slip through the door as it was still closing, with barely inches to spare on either side.  He assumed that generations of the Hadley family were turning in their graves at the ease in which he had penetrated their residence.
 
   As if somebody had simply left the door unlocked, awaiting his arrival.
 
   Shaking his head at the absurd idea, Alex made no sound as he sneaked across the grand entrance, perfect planes of mosaic marble cooling beneath his feet.  Great shadows and dull gleams highlighted the magnificent pillars, balustrades and now dormant chandeliers, making the space appear like a jewelled cavern.  High-Lord Hadley’s ancestral home rivalled Olympus: grand, consummately styled and free from the remotest hint of decay.  It put his own, far more modest estate to shame, but even then he would not exchange them, for something about his own home soothed his tortured soul.
 
   Darting past the pillars, he became lost in memories of long forgotten times; imagining hundreds of blazing lamps, the glitter of jewellery and crystal-cut wine glasses.  In the silence, he could easily remember the music of a Viennese waltz competing with the buzz of a hundred voices gossiping and laughing.
 
   A lifetime ago since he’d last attended such a ball.
 
   The occasional recollection of better times cured his frustration of constantly skulking around dilapidated space-stations, averting his eyes to the corruption and greed so clearly evident in the vice-dens that he was now forced to frequent, whilst mumbling obedient niceties to fools that would gladly pay him well to fix their own reckless mistakes.
 
   At the very last minute, when it had become obvious that the guard hadn’t noticed his stealthy approach, Alex slipped the pistol back into his holster.  One death tonight in this house was more than enough.  The guard was a man, just like himself, getting paid to carry out a job.
 
   He didn’t deserve to die for that.
 
   The guard never heard a thing. The first hint of danger was when a strong forearm wrapped its way around his throat, cutting off his windpipe, blocking the flow of oxygen to his brain, while at the same time not allowing any hint of alarm to escape past his lips.  Alex kept up the pressure for a few moments longer after he felt the man lose consciousness.  Then quickly glancing around to ensure that his actions had remained unobserved, he dragged the now limp body into one of the adjoining darkened rooms.
 
   He would be long gone, or dead, before the body was discovered.
 
   The sudden chiming of a clock startled him.  It shattered the stillness of the room, once, twice it struck, the sound resonating with other clocks, growing to a crescendo of noise, then suddenly all fell silent.  Their chimes echoed down empty corridors, until even these were consumed by the silence of the ancient home.  He glanced at the chronometer on his wrist, cursing when he noticed that it was running ten minutes slow.  While he could plot a course that spanned star systems, travelling dozens of light-years in the time it took to blink, he couldn’t even find an accurate timepiece.  He had lost count of how many of them he had discarded over the years.
 
   Already behind schedule, he quickly took note of his surroundings deciding upon the best route; the detailed map of the residence was one of the few documents that he had studied closely.  It had been several years since he had last been here, back then in an official capacity.  At the time he had never imagined that years later he would return, skulking around in the dead of night, like a thief.
 
   It was only a few minutes later that Alex eased himself into the darkened apartments.  He swiftly made his way through the combined living room and dining room, making his way towards the spacious bedroom on the far side of the suite.  So late at night, or early in the morning, depending upon which way you looked at it, it was unlikely that the owner of the rooms was going to be awake.  Still, he quickly checked each room as he passed through, as he hadn’t survived for so long by making such elementary mistakes.
 
   Stepping across the threshold of the bedroom, Alex paused, just inside the room.  His gaze was drawn to the open windows, where a warm, gentle breeze caused the curtains to billow inwards.  The gap caused by the curtains permitted moonlight to filter into the room, easily illuminating the massive bed—and the outline of a body, fast asleep, underneath the pristine white sheets.  Quickly glancing around to ensure that they were alone, Alex replaced his pistol, instead withdrawing a long knife.  The blade glistened in the moonlight, making the razor-sharp edge appear to glow.  Taking a deep breath, he took a step forward until he was standing next to the bed, looming over the slumbering occupant.  Raising the knife high over his head, Alex wavered a moment, before letting the blade fall.
 
   He couldn’t do it.
 
   While he had killed countless times before, he had never stabbed anybody in the back, always looking his antagonist in the eye, letting him, or her, know the reason for their death.  He just couldn’t murder another person while they slept.
 
   Keeping a tight grip on the knife, he lowered himself until he was seated on the very edge of the bed, with his victim’s back to him.  Perhaps unconsciously his victim felt the dip in the bed as he rested his weight on it, and rolled over, coming face-to-face with him.
 
   Alex’s breath caught in his throat, as the moonlight illuminated her face.  She was even more striking in person than the picture that he had been given.  For the picture of Lady Jessica, eldest daughter to High-Lord Hadley was an official one; her face had been haughty, displaying the self-important arrogance of her rank and position.  Yet sleep had softened those features, making her appear younger than her thirty years.  He had found himself spending an inordinate amount of time reading about her person, far more than mere curiosity permitted.
 
   As he stared at her with rapt attention, he could not help himself, when, as if by its own accord, his hand slowly crept up to hover over her.  He extended one digit to stroke her face in a feather like caress, pushing back a lock of her shoulder length, chestnut brown hair, which had fallen across her brow, before continuing its slow journey down along her cheek.
 
   Her skin felt like the softest silk, warm to the touch, a delicate rose that he might bruise if he dared press any harder.  She sighed softly in her sleep and seemed to lean further into his caress.  Alex wondered what she was dreaming, who she might be dreaming of, immediately jealous of any other man.  Continuing to stare at her, drinking in every facet of her face, he came to realise that this was the real reason that he had come.  To see this woman in person who had so bewitched him from her pictures, to touch her, to prove to himself that she was real, but now he was at an impasse—what to do now?
 
   He looked at the knife, still clutched in his fist, his knuckles straining white with the force that he was exerting on the handle.  He had to consciously release his grip, telling himself, repeatedly, that he had no plans to harm her.  No matter how much he desperately needed the money.
 
   Part of him knew that he had to leave.  Immediately and never to return.
 
   But another part, long locked away and now struggling for freedom, had him rooted to the spot.  To never see her again, not to be able to touch her?  The thought was excruciating.  Anyway, shouldn’t he at least warn her?  After all, somebody had offered him an indecent amount of money to kill her, what was to stop this person trying again?
 
   So instead of retreating, he rubbed his thumb across her ruby red lips, wondering what it would be like to kiss them and have her kiss him in return.  How would it feel?  He imagined that it would be like heaven.  She would then open those beautiful blue eyes, the colour of a sunlit sea, looking at him with such love and desire—
 
   But there was no love and certainly no desire, in the depths of her eyes that he suddenly found himself staring into, only shock and surprise.
 
   “Who are you?  What are you doing in my room?” she whispered hoarsely, in a voice still heavily laden with sleep.
 
   Alex could only stare at her speechless, glancing quickly at the knife still in his hand, he lowered his arm so it was now out of sight.  He had no desire to frighten her any more than he already had, but what to reply?
 
   He could hardly tell her the truth.
 
   “Hush,” he whispered back, softly, reassuringly, the way one might sooth a restless child.  “Go back to sleep, you shouldn’t be awake yet.” 
 
   “What are you talking about?  Who are you?” she demanded, blinking the sleep from her eyes, starting to sit up, grasping the sheet to her chest, her confusion rapidly giving way to anger.
 
   “You shouldn’t be awake, because I haven’t kissed you, yet,” Alex explained patiently, a smirk appearing on his lips.  The idea that suddenly struck him was ludicrous, childlike in its simplicity, but for some reason it appealed to him.  “I was told that there was a sleeping beauty locked away in this tower, waiting for a prince to kiss her and wake her from her endless slumber.”
 
   “I think you’ve got the wrong room,” Jessica murmured, her lips slowly curving upwards into a smile, as she relaxed slightly when it became obvious that he didn’t mean her any immediate harm.
 
   “I’m not so sure,” Alex responded, with a mock pout.  “For I certainly have come across a sleeping beauty, but she awoke before I could kiss her.  I fear that I am too late, for has the handsome prince been and gone?  If so, he was a fool to ever leave you behind.”
 
   At this she actually laughed, her eyes lighting up, sparkling like sapphires, as she sat up so that the two of them were eye-to-eye.  “I’ve been kissed by many princes, but none particularly inspired me.  Perhaps it was just because I haven’t yet met the right one.”
 
   Alex was about to reply, to suggest that if she went back to sleep he would kiss her awake and then she could compare, when the expression on her face began to change.  Her eyes widening, her smile replaced with a grimace, followed soon after by a snarl of anger and, possibly, even a hint of fear.  That final look bothered Alex the most, as he followed her gaze to his hand, which had come to rest on the edge of the bed, and what was still grasped in it.
 
   Jessica began to scramble away from him, her progress impeded by the sheets that she had become hopelessly entangled in.  “What?” she cried out.  “You were just trying to distract me with a charming smile and sweet words, before you gutted me?  That was your plan, to take me by surprise?  Some sick, perverted fantasy to get you off on?”
 
   “No.  It’s nothing like that,” he insisted.  “Give me a minute to explain.”  Alex made a desperate grab for her, as she, giving up trying to disentangle herself from the sheets, instead settled on rolling away from him, reaching out for something.
 
   With one arm keeping hold of her, the other still grasping the knife and trying to take care not to impale either of them with it, Alex only noticed the pistol at the last minute.
 
   What sort of lady keeps a gun under her pillow?
 
   He was so shocked that he only realised the danger at the very last moment, because with both hands full of woman and knife, he had no way to defend himself.  It was probably fortunate that having managed to keep a firm grip on her, he was still too close for her to actually shoot him.
 
   But that didn’t stop her slamming the weapon against the bridge of his nose.
 
   Alex saw stars.
 
   A moment later a tidal wave of pain engulfed him, emanating from his nose.  It was probably unfortunate that he was still perched precariously on the edge of the bed, as following the impact of the barrel of the gun, he instinctively reared back, shying away from the blow, leaning backwards—only to be faced with nothing but air.  Frantically he grasped at anything that he could use to break his fall, but succeeded in only catching the edge of a sheet.  Then he was falling, falling, clawing vainly at nothing but fresh air.  Unable to see, blinded after being struck in the face, for an instant he thought he heard an unladylike squeak of surprise, but before it could register he toppled back to the floor.  While the drop was only a few feet it was enough to stun him and, before he could recover, another object landed on his chest, causing the air to rush from his lungs.
 
   Alex just continued to lay there, stunned.  It wasn’t until he felt a warm, soft and decidedly feminine body sprawled across him start to wiggle indignantly, that he risked opening one eye.
 
   He came face-to-face with a pair of flashing eyes, belonging to his assailant.  He was fascinated to observe that they seemed to have flecks of green and gold in them when she was angry.  He wondered if he should mention it, but decided against it after noticing her outraged expression.  “You need to stop wriggling,” he insisted.
 
   “Don’t even think of moving,” Jessica warned, brandishing the pistol in her hand that was now stuck just underneath his chin.  “I know how to use this,” she threatened.
 
   “I can see that,” Alex replied resignedly.  “But you really must stop wriggling, as I can assure you that my response to this is completely involuntary, I have absolutely no control over it, especially when you are rubbing against my groin, like a cat in heat.”
 
   Jessica blushed a bright shade of fuchsia, when she finally understood his meaning; fortunately, she also stopped her squirming while perched atop of him, still hopelessly entangled in the sheet.  “I’ll shoot you, if I feel any type of movement,” she promised him nastily.  “Now raise your hands, keep them up where I can see them.”
 
   “Well that will certainly put a dampener on my ardour,” Alex sighed out loud, but followed her instructions anyway.  He felt like a complete fool, lying on his back on the floor, with her on top of him, her pistol still stuck in his gullet.  “I need to have a serious word with your father as I cannot believe that he gave you a pistol to keep under your pillow!”
 
   “It belonged to my brother and he taught me how to use it.”
 
   “Then I need to have a long chat with him, no wonder you don’t have any suitors climbing the trellises outside your window.  You probably shot the first few and word got around thereafter.”
 
   “My brother is dead, he died when I was still young,” Jessica corrected him sadly.
 
   Alex stared at her in surprise, having no brothers or sisters of his own he could not imagine ever losing one, but he was sure that it must have been devastating.  “I’m sorry,” he said, gently lowering his hands until they rested on top of the sheet.  He could feel the warmth from her back emanating through the thin layer.  While he felt her briefly tense, he was relieved that she didn’t shoot him, as that would have completely ruined the moment.  After a brief hesitation he started to run his hands along her back, from her neck and shoulders all the way down to her waist, then back up again, in what he hoped was a comforting gesture.
 
   “What? What are you doing?” she stuttered.
 
   “My hands, they were getting cramped.  I’m just trying to restore the circulation in them,” Alex lied earnestly, continuing to stroke her through the sheet, resting his head back on the floor, before he really did get a cramp in his neck.  He felt what suspiciously seemed like her head resting on his chest, but he didn’t want to lift his head to confirm it and ruin the ambiance.
 
   “So what are we going to do now?” she asked softly.
 
   “I’m in no rush, I don’t have any other sleeping beauties to go kissing awake tonight, if that’s what you mean.”  He heard what suspiciously sounded like a giggle coming from the region of his chest, but decided to just lie back and enjoy the moment.  It seemed strange lying there, staring up at the ceiling, with the moonlight seeping into the room.  It felt like the two of them were alone, in their own perfect dream world.  His earlier opinion of the night had been spot on.  It was the perfect night for a secret rendezvous between two lovers.  Now if only…
 
   “We can’t stay like this all night; somebody might find us.  Think of my reputation.  I’m meant to be getting married in a few months.”
 
   “Your reputation?  Married?” Alex replied, astonished.  “Think of my head.  I’m sure that your father would be happy to separate it from my body if he was to find me here, with you, in this compromising position.  Anyway, if you keep quiet nobody will hear us.”
 
   Even before he had finished speaking the words, he definitely knew that this had been the wrong thing to say.  He quickly lifted his head up, to stare once again into her beautiful eyes, but this time they were unfocused.  Alex swore that he could bore into them and observe her thought process.  Suddenly he realised he could identify the exact moment that she reached the same conclusion.
 
   “Jessica.  No,” he whispered, urgently.
 
   “I’m sure that it is all just a misunderstanding.  I’ll talk to my father and explain, he doesn’t need to know everything.”  She emphasised the word, frowning.  “I promise you that he won’t harm you.  I’ll even deal with my fiancé, although we have only met once and I hear that he has a dreadful temper, I’m sure that once I explain to Lord Stanton—”
 
   “Stanton?” Alex interrupted, astounded.  “Your betrothed is High-Lord Stanton?” His thoughts were in a whirl, as he mentally flicked through everything that he read from the briefing notes, but no, there had been no mention of any sort of relationship, personal or otherwise with Stanton.
 
   If he had known, he would never have gone anywhere near her. 
 
   Not that he had anything to fear from the man anyway.  High-Lord Stanton had been dead for a number of years now, but as for his son who had inherited the title—Alex shivered, but not from the cold.  He had much to fear from the son and, knowing him, death would be the least of his worries.
 
   “Jessica.  No,” he repeated, but this time feeling the first hint of panic well up from inside him.  If Stanton found him, but it was already too late.  He could hear her take a deep breath and the way her diaphragm expanded, feel the rush of air into her lungs.  Any minute now the air would reverse direction, she would expel it and, as it rushed over her vocal cords, she would call out.  He had to stop her. There was no other choice.  Nothing else mattered.  So he took the only option left open to him.
 
   Lifting his hands until he had a firm grip on both sides of her head, he let his eyes drift closed and, with a sudden jerk of his hands, crushed her lips against his.  His mouth fully covering hers, with his lips forming a tight seal, the shout was drowned out as she exhaled into his mouth.
 
   He kissed her.
 
   Tentatively at first, almost afraid she’d disappear in his arms, but this wasn’t enough.  Passion swirled to life within him and he pulled her closer, revelling in the soft press of her body against his.  She was the perfect size for him, small in that way that made a man want to slay dragons.  She felt like a woman, warm and lush in all the right places.  His hand ached to close around her waist, to run his hands all along her perfect curves.  But even he would not be so bold, not with a stranger, in her own home.
 
   Still, he was not ready to let her go.  Her smell reminded him of his own cherished home, of soft rain and sun-kissed meadows.  Jessica felt like the best kind of heaven.  He wanted to wrap himself around her, to breathe in her scent and stay there for all of his days.  He hadn’t had a drop to drink in hours, but he was intoxicated now, bubbling with a lightness he’d never thought to feel again.
 
   It was madness.  It had to be.
 
   She was too startled to protest, then too overcome with surprise to break away.  Breaking the contact, she gasped, any coherent thought regarding crying out quickly forgotten.
 
   He wrestled to catch her mouth once again with his and imagined his arms locked around her as he rolled them onto her bed.  With a slow slide against her bottom lip and a languid brush with the tip of his tongue, he could see moonlit nights spent outdoors with her under a blanket of stars.  He delved deeply as though he was dying of thirst and had thoughts that he shouldn’t have had.  She in his life, a shining light, banishing all those dark places in his soul, being able to wake up with her every day, with a brood of kids running into their bedroom every morning.  Laughter and happiness echoing throughout his empty home.
 
   Not wanting to ever let her go, he pulled her closer in his arms, rolling them over and pushed her back to the floor.  One arm slid around her waist, while his other hand gripped behind her neck, to firmly hold her in place while he devoured her mouth.
 
   The most bizarre dilemma of his life took place, as she tried to squirm away in an effort to voice her objections, while he trumped them all with his patient, sensual kissing.  He stole her breath, melted her urgency and she fell into a pattern with him that felt like dancing.  He guessed that they had developed an understanding as no other explanation existed for the perfect harmony, the blissful lazy-jubilant exchange, that made him feel as though they were long time lovers.
 
   She shook her head, her eyes wide with caution.  “I can’t be seen like this,” she whispered frantically.
 
   He let her go, not because she’d asked him to, but because he thought if he didn’t he might never be able to relinquish his hold from her.
 
   After releasing her from his arms, her body trembling in surrender, panting most unladylike for breath, he pulled back and pleaded. “Please.  Just give me a chance to explain.  I didn’t come here to harm you, quite the opposite, as I need to warn you.”
 
   “I can’t breathe,” she complained, interrupting him.
 
   Alex blinked, breaking his train of thought.  “The kiss?”
 
   “No,” she interjected again.  “I mean I can’t breathe, what with you lying on me and this damn sheet.”
 
   Laughing, Alex rolled off her and onto his own two feet, offered her his hand, like a gentleman, helping her to stand.
 
   “Help me out of this, can you?” she indicated the white sheet that she was still tightly bound with.
 
   “I thought that you would never ask,” he smirked, taking a step closer.  “Although it does make me wonder if you are wearing anything underneath.”
 
   “That's for me to know and you to find out,” she replied with a cheeky smile, taking a step forward of her own, although hers could only best be described as a hesitant shuffle, until the two of them were almost touching. Her hands, the only part of her not tightly knotted, coming to rest on his chest.  “Then we can discuss your very improper—”
 
   For the second time that night, she halted mid-sentence.  A look of surprise and shock on her face, but this time it wasn’t wrapped up in fear, but pain.  She fell forward into his arms, his hands immediately encircling her waist to catch her.  Shocked at her sudden behaviour, horrified when one of his hands came back smeared in blood.  Meanwhile a red spot started to form on the pristine white sheet, at chest height, the red dot rapidly growing larger, and larger.
 
   Alex looked up from the pained expression on her face, behind her, towards the darkened corner of her room.  While still dark and the moonlight casting more shadows than illumination, he could clearly spot the outline of a man, pistol still raised, pointing directly at them.
 
   Time seemed to slow down, to stop, the scene seared into his consciousness, as if it had been etched with diamond.  He took in everything.  The outline of the man, the uniform of one of High-Lord Hadley’s guards, eyes glittering like broken shards of ice.  The pistol was a black metallic object firmly held in his hands, the barrel unnaturally elongated by the bulbous silencer attached to the front of it.  As their eyes met across the length of the room, a smirk tugged at the other man’s lips, as he once again raised the pistol, his finger tightening on the trigger.
 
   The frozen scene shattered into a million pieces of glass and Alex heard a roaring in his ears, something expanding in the pit of his stomach, spreading throughout his body, like an angry dragon unfurling from a long forgotten slumber.  For the longest time Alex had thought that all of his emotions, his feelings, had been consumed in the darkness of that six-by-eight cell that they had left him to rot in, but he had been mistaken.
 
   A fury like he had rarely known took hold of him and the next thing that he knew the assassin was falling to his knees, his pistol long discarded, forgotten by his feet.  His hands went to his neck, or what was left of it, after the blast of energy speared him from across the room, slashing across his throat, ripping it open.
 
   Alex blinked, observing the scene and the fusion pistol now in his hand.  Unsure if it was the weapon that had killed the man or simply the intensity of his own rage.  Shouts of alarm and lights started to shine throughout the residence, alerting him to the fact that the altercation had not gone by unnoticed.  Still, all that was forgotten by a whimper of pain from Jessica, still cradled in his arms.
 
   He turned his attention back to her, noticing that her face had already turned a deathly shade of white and, without realising, he was supporting her full weight.  Were it not for him, she would have long since crumpled to the floor.  Quickly returning the pistol to his side, now with two hands free he scooped her up into his arms and, with a few long strides, they were once again at the foot of her bed.  He gently lowered her back down onto it, in the same place where he had first come to observe her.
 
   He did not need to take a second look at the wound to know that it was fatal, the round obviously designed to fragment on impact.  It had torn a massive entry wound in her back and little remained of her chest, but a ragged, torn, wound.  Without knowing it, she had unconsciously saved his life, but at the cost of her own.
 
   He tore his gaze away from her own, looking up towards the entrance to the bedroom.  He could hear the sound of heavy footsteps, boots, many of them and fast approaching.  He had to leave, immediately.
 
   “Please, don’t leave me,” the pitifully weak voice rooted him to the spot, almost as if reading his mind.  “I don’t want to die alone.”
 
   His horrified gaze was drawn back to her equally terrified one.  Alex opened his mouth to reassure her that help was on its way and that she would be perfectly fine.  The words died in his throat.  She wouldn’t be fine and they both knew it.  He could not lie to her and tell her otherwise.  Therefore, ignoring the rapidly approaching danger, he simply nodded, falling to his knees, so he could be closer to her.  Their faces were inches apart, hers resting on the bed, but still her eyes stared into his, wide, unblinking.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he whispered, the despair easily recognisable in his voice.  “I never meant for any harm to come to you.”
 
   “Why? Why did you come?” she asked with difficulty, her eyes searching his, as if they could find the answer to the question by themselves.
 
   “Because I wanted to see you in person, to touch you.  To reassure myself that you were real,” he trailed off, not knowing how to put into words a thousand different thoughts and feelings that he felt.
 
   But some of those must have been visible in his eyes, as she coughed, whispering, “Couldn’t you have just made an appointment?”
 
   “I think your diary was full,” Alex joked, but it fell flat.
 
   “Who are you?” she murmured, her eyes drifting closed for the last time.
 
   Alex blinked.  Who was he?  He seemed to have spent his entire life asking himself that question, but none of the answers seemed to fit.  In all honesty he didn’t know.  So he answered with the only truthful reply that he could.  “Alex.  My name is Alex.”
 
   “Thank you for the kiss.  Alex,” she whispered with her dying breath and was then still.
 
   Alex could only stare, uncomprehendingly, at her eyes that gazed back at him vacant and empty.  Never again would they sparkle with delight, her eyelashes fluttering closed in ecstasy the way they had when he had first kissed her.  Reaching out for the last time, he delicately touched her lips with his finger, still swollen from their earlier kisses.  “I won’t forget you.  I’ll remember you every day, for as long as I live.  That way you’ll live on, through me,” he promised her.  However, heavy footsteps behind him made him swing round, while quickly rising to his feet, and looked into the astonished twin pair of eyes belonging to two soldiers who stared back at him.
 
   It only took them both a moment to recover from the shock, taking in the damning scene with a swift glance.  Lady Jessica, dead, lying in a pool of her own blood.  Another guard, slumped on the floor, similarly dead.  With this armed stranger, blood on his hands, cloaked in black standing over both their bodies.  As one they scrambled for the pistols at their side, bringing them both to aim on the assassin standing a few feet in front of them.
 
   “This isn’t my doing,” Alex explained swiftly, raising both of his hands above his head, when faced by the business end of two deadly looking pistols.  “I can explain,” he started, taking a step towards the pair.  However, after taking in the scene with a swift glance, the two men had already reached their own conclusions.  It was the step forward that was Alex’s final mistake, as both men instinctively pulled the triggers.
 
   The echo of the combined gunshots was deafening in the enclosed room, not that Alex cared, as the first round took him in the shoulder, spinning him around, a burning pain spreading from his shoulder, silencing any other words that he might have spoken.  At least the impact of the first saved his life, for it caused the second, aimed at his head, to miss.
 
   He stumbled backwards a couple of steps, instinctively reaching for his own pistol, but faltered.  Did he really want any more deaths on his conscience tonight?  Wasn’t one already enough?  The momentary hesitation was enough to prove fatal, as the two guards didn’t waver, instead simply taking aim once again, both firing for a second time.
 
   This time neither failed to miss, the almost simultaneous impacts catapulting him backwards, knocking him through the open balcony doors and over the balustrade.  For the second time that night he found himself falling, falling, but this time with nothing to break his fall.
 
   A scream was torn from his lips, as once again the darkness reached out to take hold of him, but this time, never to let go.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter One
 
    
 
   A great darkness swept over the Imperium, as one-by-one the lights were extinguished, until none remained.  The people cried out for a hero, but none was ever forthcoming.  They had all long since packed their bags and left, or perhaps they just never existed?
 
   —From the journal of Lord Alexander Greystone,
 
    
 
   Arcturus, Sirius System, 2544
 
    
 
   My earliest memories were of sitting in my father’s library, in one of his high-backed, worn, leather chairs listening to the crackle of the fire, feeling its warmth lull me gently to sleep.  That fire was always burning brightly, even at the height of summer, but I was too young to understand that some chills went soul-deep and could never be banished.  I used to sit there, watching my father, seated as always behind his desk, scratching away with a pen into his leather bound journal.  For many years I thought this was synonymous with family, just the two of us, alone, in that room with the comfortable silence resting between us.
 
   I never knew my mother.
 
   I think for many years I didn’t even know what a mother was.  It was just my father and I.  He meant the world to me, my sun and my moon, the centre of my universe.  I vaguely recall another, older woman, but one day she simply vanished and I never saw her again.  I asked my father about her once, but he simply brushed aside the question, explaining that she couldn’t visit any more.  It wasn’t until I was older that I found out that she had died, passing away in her sleep one night.  Maybe that was why my father never mentioned my mother?  Doing this would have involved a long, and complex, discussion about life—and death.  Perhaps that was just too much for him to cope with, already having experienced so much grief in his life, now left to raise a young boy, alone.  While our home was never filled with joy or laughter, I remember feeling safe and loved.  Warmed, both by the fire and my father’s constant, reassuring, presence.  The knowledge that no matter what happened he would always be there for me, to support me, certain that he would never allow any harm to befall me.
 
   As I got older and started attending the local school, I met others and heard them describe their families, only then did I begin to understand just how different mine was.  For one thing I quickly began to notice a distance between the other children and me.  While they would be friends with me and talk to me, there was always a barrier between us that I couldn’t overcome.  For a long time, I thought that it was because of me.  It wasn’t me of course, but my father.
 
   Lord Alexander Greystone.
 
   It wasn’t just the title, or the imposing residence that I grew up in, but the almost mythical aura that had built up around my father over the years.  For a start, nobody was exactly sure what my father looked like, as he hadn’t been seen in public for almost twenty-five years.  Those that did remember him did so with a certain degree of apprehension—and fear.  For the story had long persisted that he had once killed five men with lightning bolts.  I, of course, dismissed this as absurd.  My father was an imposing man but he could no more throw lightning than I.  As for him ever killing anybody, I similarly rejected this.  My father was a quiet, introspective man, who preferred the solitude of his own company and would never hurt anybody.
 
   Events later in my life would disprove many of these assumptions, but I am getting ahead of myself.
 
   The other thing that set me apart from the other children was my education.  Not the reading, writing or basic arithmetic that we learnt during lessons, but the ones I received outside school—from my father.  They started off simply as bedtime stories in my father’s library, surrounded by his books, seated around that blazing fire.  He would read to me until I fell asleep in his arms, but what he was actually doing was giving me an education that went far beyond most.
 
   For I learnt about history and events from other distant worlds.
 
   He educated me about the Imperium, the various High-Lords and occasionally Ladies, that ruled it, but not as it was taught in school.  There they taught us these people were Gods that walked among us, nurtured us and guided us.  Instead I learnt the truth, that they were nothing of the sort, but just men and women, like you and I.
 
   Heresy.
 
   He would often read me stories about our distant home world, Earth, before the great exodus.  Describing the planet and the massive starships that carried us from there, almost four centuries earlier.  He showed me pictures of both from his library, ancient books that perhaps had been carried on one of those very vessels?  For every picture of such ships gliding through the heavens, he showed me many more of Earth, with such strange plants and creatures.  Many of them made me laugh, as they seemed such fantastical things.  Animals with necks so long that they could reach tall trees and another with a nose long enough that it could consume food and water from the very ground.
 
   I once asked my father why we would have ever left such a wondrous place, as it sounded so different from our current home.  At this question his expression turned grim and he described an Earth that was groaning under the weight of overpopulation, widespread famine and pollution, lacking even the most basic of resources, as most had long since been depleted.  Eventually it became far more cost effective to mine these on other planets within the System. Firstly, the rare precious metals that underpinned much of our modern technology, then later, with the adoption of fusion power, the raw isotopes that fuelled those reactors.
 
   The situation on Earth however continued to deteriorate, to the point that many were happy to escape to artificial colonies.  First on the Moon and then later the inner planets.  Even more desperate communities, those persecuted for their religious or political beliefs, took the ultimate decision of joining colony ships heading out of the System, for many life-bearing planets had been discovered decades earlier by remote observation.  These were all multi-generational ships, as the nearest systems were dozens of light-years distant and it took decades of acceleration to even approach the speed of light and just as long to decelerate.
 
   Most were lost.
 
   The limiting factor being the speed of light, that universal speed limit that stubbornly refused to yield.  In the end it took a brilliant young physicist to turn the problem on its head, to come up with a solution.  For if the speed of light was a universal physical constant, then they just needed to find a different universe!  Building on research conducted early in the twenty-first century by his great-grandfather, Miguel Alcubierre, he built the first working Alcubierre drive.  This involved generating a dimensional bubble of the thirteenth dimension, long having been predicted by string theory, this dimension was unique, a mirror of our own, but consisting of negative mass.   This resulted in an energy-density field lower than that of the surrounding space, causing space in front of the drive to contract and space behind it to expand, resulting in faster-than-light travel.
 
   With a working prototype, but unable to take it to the next level, Alcubierre approached Edward Hadley, a pioneer in early, deep space, propulsion.  The proposal was idealistic—a joint venture to develop the drive, for the betterment of humanity.
 
   Edward Hadley, CEO of Hadley Industries was a visionary and immediately recognised the awesome potential for the new drive.  The answer to over-population and the lack of resources; humanity could now escape to the stars!  He quickly agreed to the proposal by Alcubierre and soon a working production engine was developed, proving beyond any doubt that the technology worked.
 
   Hadley then murdered Alcubierre, forever ensuring that the invention remained his secret, alone.
 
   Hadley Industries proceeded to market and sell the only faster-than-light engine, to any and all that could afford one.  For Hadley was a visionary and had clearly seen the potential—for vast profits.  With the first batch of Alcubierre drives retailing at a little over one billion dollars, per engine, they were far beyond the reach of ordinary individuals. Indeed all the first batch were purchased by multi-national companies.  What then followed was something akin to the American gold rush of the late nineteen-century, with a frantic scramble to acquire the nearest planets, either rich in mineral resources or with a habitable atmosphere.
 
   As the only supplier of faster-than-light engines, within a decade Hadley Industries had become the richest corporation on the planet. Meanwhile Edward Hadley, founder and sole proprietor, became the world’s richest man, with a net personal wealth in excess of one trillion.  He was succeeded by his son, the first High-Lord of the Twenty Second Century, but others were soon to follow.
 
   The multi-national companies that initially purchased the Alcubierre drives were soon able to undercut all their competitors, with access to cheap, limitless resources.  Within the next few decades a massive round of consolidation had taken place, with these companies growing rapidly and acquiring any and all competitors.
 
   By the end of the Twenty Third Century, only a few dozen mega-corporations remained in existence.  This was a golden age for humanity—and government coffers.  For the drives brought rapidly falling prices, accelerated growth and tax receipts swelled.  However, this was not to last.
 
   Hadley Industries, for years having been plagued with industrial espionage and an ever-increasing tax bill, were the first to move their entire operation off-planet and the rest soon followed.  Within the first half of the Twenty Fourth Century, corporation tax fell by seventy-five percent and within a decade this was matched by a fall in personal income tax, as the workforce was forced to follow the companies off-planet.  By the end of the Twenty Fourth Century central government had practically ceased to exist, instead replaced by local administrative bodies, run by committees, overseeing local issues only.
 
   In the two hundred years since the invention of the Alcubierre drive, over three hundred planets had been settled, ninety-nine percent of them run by the mega-corporations.  They controlled every aspect of daily life, they made all the significant decisions and, in effect, they became company planets.  It became known as the Imperium, which roughly translates as ‘power to command’ and the mega-corporations had all the power, especially those who owned and ran them.
 
   For many of these companies, long plagued by poor succession planning, had learnt from their Chaebol family-controlled cousins, which bred nepotism and cronyism.  Over the years they had all slowly evolved into multi-generational family dynasties.  The owners of these companies had wealth beyond imagination, income that made the combined gross domestic product of Earth look like loose change.  With little ability to expand to new markets, for each mega-corporation guarded their own markets jealously, pleasure became their number one priority and their appetite for it grew with no bounds.  People, ships and even planets simply became playthings for them; a deadly engagement between two mega-corporations involving several dozen warships wasn’t likely to even rouse the owner from his, or her, slumber.
 
   They became the High-Lords of the Imperium, answerable to nobody, beholden to nothing.  With excessive genetic manipulation over the years, they had extended their lifespan considerably, immune to almost all diseases. For most people they became Gods, and yet even Gods can sometimes stumble and fall.
 
   *****
 
   “Michael!”
 
   I looked up towards the origin of the call, as my name was shouted from the other side of the river.  River was probably an over-exaggeration as it was really nothing more than a fast flowing stream, running parallel to the path that I had been following.  It was a well-trod, dirt path and for good reason.  Having trekked this route, twice per day for the past ten years, I assumed that I had mostly formed it.  “Have you heard the news?” the voice carried on regardless, unaware of my own internal musings.
 
   I recognised the red face and puffing cheeks of my childhood friend.  Even from a young age Nicholas, or Nick as he preferred to be called, had been overweight and age had not been kind to him—that and the cream-puff cakes that he was overly fond of.  With bright blue eyes, a golden mane of hair and a fondness for garish coloured clothing, he had always been popular with the ladies.  The two of us couldn’t have been more different; as compared to the shorter, stockier man, I stood a foot taller, with black hair, brown eyes and darker skin tones.  Probably from all the sun that I received trekking the several kilometres each day from my father’s home to the Capital.  In reality it was nothing more than a small town, where I worked in the one and only spaceport.
 
   “What news?” I shouted back with a frown.  I’d spent most of the day buried inside a small planetary shuttle, trying to track down the intermittent power loss to the engine. After ten hours of trying without success, I was hungry, tired and already in a foul mood.
 
   “You mean that you really haven’t heard?” Nick exclaimed in delight, as it was extremely rare for him to know something that I didn’t.
 
   “I’m hungry.  I’m tired.  I still have a long trek home.  So why don’t you just cut to the chase and tell me, okay?” I replied, rubbing my forehead tiredly.  Trying hard to supress the irritation in my voice, but failing miserably.
 
   “It’s your fault that you have to walk so far every day.  I’ve been telling you for years now that you should buy an apartment in town.  I don’t understand why you won’t.”
 
   I only just supressed the urge to roll my eyes, as it was a common disagreement between the two of us and one that we had a couple of times a week.  Secretly, I thought that the only reason that Nick kept badgering me about it, was that he had few friends and wanted somebody to accompany him out with the local girls, when they all congregated in the evening, after the few factories and offices had shut.  “You know why.  I won’t leave my father there, alone.”
 
   “I’m sure that he can survive by himself,” Nick shrugged.  “Anyway from what you tell me he isn’t much company anyway, either engrossed in some book or another, or busy writing away in his journal.  By the way, why doesn’t he use a data-recorder, like the rest of us?”
 
   “Probably because he would have no way to charge it.  We’re not connected to the town’s energy distribution grid, remember?”
 
   “I don’t see why not.  According to my father, yours is as rich as Croesus.”
 
   “Croesus?” I echoed with a smirk.
 
   Nick had the decency to blush before muttering, “Okay, so maybe I read a little of that book that you lent me, although I didn’t understand much.  Was it really written about some fella that lived on another planet?”
 
   “Croesus was King of Lydia, a kingdom that once existed on Earth, about three thousand years ago,” I confirmed.
 
   “Cor, blimey!”
 
   “Nick, what was the news?”
 
   “What news?” he replied, confused.
 
   I took a deep breath, trying to hold back my scream of frustration at my easily distracted friend.  “The news that you came running up to tell me not five minutes ago, desperate to share with me, you know the news that you haven’t told me yet.”
 
   “Oh, that news.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “The SPC Orion intercepted a refugee transport heading into the System and according to the Tower there were thirty refugees on-board, including men, women and children.”
 
   I stumbled to a halt, deep in thought.  To describe the Orion as a system patrol craft was stretching incredulity to the breaking point.  It was a hurriedly patched up freighter with a few bolted on laser emitters, that fed directly from its ancient and extremely unreliable, ion engine.  I should know having spent several months making it flight worthy, or near enough.  Suddenly his words clicked in my head and I looked at my old school friend with sudden concern.  “What do you mean there were thirty refugees on-board?”
 
   “They’re all dead now.  The Orion opened fire on the freighter after they refused to turn back,” Nick’s response was muffled, as he was busy digging through a small rucksack that he had been carrying on his shoulder, finally withdrawing a sealed container with much delight.
 
   “They’re what?” I clenched my teeth, biting back my anger.  After all it wasn’t Nick’s fault, he was just the messenger.
 
   “Dead,” Nick repeated, unperturbed.  “I’m surprised that you didn’t already know, after all it was your father that ordered the Orion to intercept the freighter.”  He finally looked up, after managing to unseal the vacuum container that had stored the cream cake perfectly, but I was already long since gone.
 
   *****
 
   The sound of the door being flung open and slamming into the wall reverberated like a gunshot, and I winced at the sound.  They probably heard the bang back at the spaceport, almost ten kilometres distant.  While I could not take my ire out on Nick, my father was a different matter entirely, from what Nick had said he was likely to be the cause.
 
   The noise caused Lucifer to raise his head sleepily, giving me an indignant glare, before settling back down to sleep in front of the fire.  Lucifer was my father’s ever-present Wolfhound, a term coined by me from a young age, as nobody was quite sure of his pedigree, but I was convinced he once must have been a wolf after my father showed me a picture of one.
 
   The noise barely disturbed my father, pausing writing in his journal for a moment, before resuming.  “Close the door behind you,” he insisted, without even looking up.  “There is a terrible draught in this house.”
 
   “Well, perhaps it’s time you find a new, smaller one,” I snapped back, ignoring his subtle rebuke.  “What do you have, thirty-eight rooms, for just the two of us?”
 
   “Thirty-nine,” he grunted.  It was a long-standing disagreement between the two of us, if the twenty-foot square cloakroom counted.
 
   Ignoring his response, I stalked forward to tower over him, as he was still seated behind his desk.  The sun had set over an hour before and it was now dark outside, hence the only source of illumination in the room was the fire, which cast long, dancing shadows.  Not that my father seemed to notice the lack of light, or was particularly moved by it, as he had excellent night vision.  Eventually he sighed, closing his journal, putting his pen aside and giving me his full attention.
 
   It was another peculiar thing that I had noticed about him.  When others paid me close attention, they might look aside, fidget or interrupt.  My father never did any of these things.  He simply sat there, perfectly still and stared at me with his dark, troubled eyes, which so closely mirrored my own.  Unlike my shoulder length, black, wavy locks, I noticed that my father’s close cut hair was starting to show flecks of grey.  He looked tired, more anxious than I ever remember seeing him.  More than that, he simply looked old and it came as a sudden shock to me that my father was almost seventy.  It was the first time that I realised that he wasn’t going to live forever and that one day I would have to go on without him; to step into his shoes and to make the sort of life-and-death decisions that he had just so recently made.
 
   That thought brought me up short, reminding me of my purpose in his study and I leaned forward, placing both of my palms on his desk, trying to use my height to intimidate him.  I could have laughed at the foolishness of it.  Nothing intimidated him.  I could have been High-Lord Zhang and still my father wouldn’t have moved a muscle.  Instead he just continued to stare at me, waiting for me to speak.
 
   “What gives you the right to order the destruction of a ship with thirty souls on-board?  Who made you God?  Or have you started to imagine that you really are a High-Lord now and have decided to join their little cabal?  What are you planning on doing next, hosting a little soirée and inviting them all around for High Tea?” I demanded, aghast at the rancour in my own voice.  I had never spoken to my father in such a tone before.
 
   “I never ordered anything,” my father refuted calmly.  “It’s not my place to go making those sort of decisions, they rest with the Planetary Administrator, all they asked for was my recommendation, which I duly gave.”
 
   “Don’t give me that nonsense,” I interrupted, making a slashing motion with my hand.  “The company assigned Planetary Administrator is over eighty-five years old, completely senile and only makes it out of his bed for an hour a day.  He spends most of his time drooling over—”
 
   “But he does get out of bed,” my father interjected, proving that he also was able to cut me off in mid-sentence.
 
   “—his buxom, blond, twenty-five year old nurse, whose uniform looks like she has just finished a lengthy S&M session.”
 
   “You’re only saying that because you’re jealous that she refused to kiss you in tenth grade,” my father grunted.  “Trust me when I say that she’s not suitable for you and you would be bored of her within a fortnight.  You need somebody to challenge you, my boy.”
 
   I blinked, narrowing my eyes at him and was about to retort that it was none of his business when I snapped my mouth shut.  He was trying to change the topic.  “Stop trying to change the subject, you knew that the Tower was going to follow your advice, so why?”
 
   My father sighed, looking away for the first time ever.  I should have felt vindicated, but instead it simply depressed me further, another reminder of his advancing years.  “I only recommended that they use force as a last resort, to compel the freighter to turn back.  I assume that they fired on it after exhausting every other possible avenue, we couldn’t let the ship approach Arcturus.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   “The Virus has already reached Canis Major.”
 
   Its official name was Sagouran Fever, where the first official case had been recorded, but now everybody simply referred to it as the ‘Virus’.  After the first five hundred million had died, everybody knew which virus that you were talking about.  I felt like somebody had planted a fist in my stomach and I struggled to breathe, falling back into a chair, lest I collapsed on the floor. 
 
   “But that’s the adjoining system, it’s barely a light-year away.”
 
   My father simply nodded, looking at me with deeply hooded eyes.  “I didn’t simply recommend that the Orion intercept this freighter, my recommendation was that it intercepts all incoming ships.  Similarly, all outbound traffic will now be turned back.”
 
   “You’re talking about quarantining Arcturus.”
 
   “Yes.  You know as well as I do that if the virus reaches Arcturus we will have no way of stopping it.  If the most advanced medical research institutes of the Imperium cannot find a cure, what hope do we have?  It’s rare for our only hospital to even have an adequate supply of antibiotics, let alone painkillers…”
 
   “I didn’t realise that things had gotten so bad, so quickly.  To have already reached this far, on the very edge of the Imperium.” My voice trailed off as I tried to comprehend the magnitude of the unfolding disaster.  “And there has been no progress with treatment, not even a vaccine?”
 
   “None.  They have tried everything, nothing works, the virus mutates too quickly.  By the time they have mapped its genetic structure and synthesised an antibody, the virus has already mutated a dozen times over and the cure is useless.”
 
   “The mutations are just as potent as the original virus?”
 
   “If anything they seem to be getting ever more virulent, the latest strains have a mortality rate of over ninety percent.  They even fear that some of the latest strains have gone airborne.  There have been cases reported on almost every planet in the Imperium, some of the more remote planets that have become infected seem to have dropped off the corporate-extranet completely, either that or there is just nobody left alive to communicate with.”
 
   “They still haven’t found the source?” I asked weakly.  While I was no doctor even I knew that if we could find an original strain of the virus then perhaps we could find a cure, which would work on all mutations.
 
   “There doesn’t seem to be a source,” my father slapped his palm on the desk in frustration.  “Whilst the first official case was reported on Sagouran VI, additional investigation has found a dozen similar cases on other planets.  It doesn’t help that the virus has such a long incubation period, weeks in some cases.”
 
   This was what made Sagouran Fever so lethal.  Most virulent outbreaks quickly burnt themselves out, killing the carrier before the virus could spread further, but this one was different.  It could remain dormant and undetected in the bloodstream, quietly multiplying and spreading, before suddenly flaring up and killing the host in a matter of hours.
 
   It was the perfect killer.  Silent.  Long-lasting.  Easily spread and ever so deadly.
 
   I just could not take it all in and for a brief moment wondered if my father was perhaps mistaken and that this was all just a bad dream.  But as this had been going on for years, surely I would have woken up by now?  Anybody else would have dismissed my father as the ravings of a madman, after all, how could he possibly know?  Trapped inside this isolated house, with no power, no visible sign of communications and never any visitors.  Yet he had never been wrong before and I had my own theory, one he had just unwittingly confirmed with his reference to the corporate-extranet.  Although the mega-corporations hated each other, even they had to communicate between themselves, if for no other reason than to trade with each other. As a result of this the corporate-extranet had come into existence, which was a simple bridge linking each of the corporation’s internal data networks.
 
   It mattered little that it was mostly used by the various corporations to try and attack each other, with huge cyber-warfare battles taking place daily, as each tried to outwit, undermine or subjugate the others.  As far as I knew, there were only two terminals, or Superluminal Transmitters, on Arcturus.  One at the spaceport where I worked, mostly used to transmit shipping schedules, the other at the Planetary Governor’s residence, where he could receive orders from his corporate superiors.
 
   Still I suspected a third, hidden somewhere in this house, most probably in this very room as my father spent most of his time in here.  I still didn’t understand how this was possible, as the link was maintained via faster-than-light, but with a bit rate measured in hundreds of bits per second.  The cost was beyond astronomical, with a single bit costing thousands of credits, because the only way to power such a transmitter was via a fusion reactor.
 
   I knew with absolute certainty that there was only one such reactor on the planet.  It was easily visible, standing a little over three hundred feet tall, twice that wide, all to house the superconductors that generated the massive magnetic fields that contained the reactor, the heart of a star.  It was for the same reason that faster-than-light ships were so massive, most being over many kilometres in length.  All to contain the massive fusion reactors needed to power the Alcubierre drives.  How my father managed to obtain such a transmitter and power it, when I knew we were far beyond the limits of the town’s energy distribution grid, was a complete mystery to me, but one that I was intent on solving one day.
 
   “I’m afraid it gets worse,” my father interrupted my thoughts.
 
   I could only stare at him, agog.  With over a billion people estimated to have perished in the past year alone, the virus having spread to almost every planet in the Imperium, how could it possibly get any worse.  “How?” I demanded incredulously.
 
   “There was a report of yet another attack by the Radicals, just yesterday, on one of the Hyundai-Samsung planets, owned by High-Lord Lee Hyun-woo.  Reports say that many tens of thousands were killed, the factories completely destroyed.”
 
   “That's what the third, fourth attack, this year?”
 
   “Something like that,” my father agreed.  “They seem to be increasing in frequency and intensity, nobody seems to know who is behind them.  With the targets appearing to be chosen at random, the various High-Lords are at each other’s throats, each accusing the other of being behind the attacks.  If they don’t stop soon, then I don’t think it will be very much longer before one of the High-Lords retaliates against another.”
 
   “You’re talking about open warfare between the High-Lords?  Civil war?”  With a grim nod from my father, I exploded in fury.  “Are they all mad?  Civilization is coming to an end.  The Imperium is on the precipice of complete disintegration and all they want to do is war with one another?” 
 
   “They view it as a direct challenge to their personal authority and power, they won’t stand for it.”
 
   “And already over a billion dead is not enough for them?”
 
   “They would gladly sacrifice them, and more, as long as it keeps them in power.”
 
   “Then perhaps a war would be a good thing, let them kill each other.  Good riddance I say.”
 
   “Now you’re starting to sound like one of those Radicals.”
 
   “I cannot believe that you’re defending them, you, of all people.  You hate the High-Lords more than most, especially after what they did to you...” I trailed off, as I wasn’t exactly sure just what they had done to him.  While I had come to observe the wounds that they had inflicted on him, both inside and out, he always refused to discuss them with me.  However, through the process of elimination, I had at least determined which High-Lord bore the brunt of his anger, as he would talk about all except one, High-Lord Stanton.
 
   “You would have them all murdered, perhaps in their bed, while they slept?” My father suggested in a quiet tone of voice that I had come to recognise when I was treading on dangerous ground.
 
   “If that is what it takes to finally be free of them,” I nodded approvingly.  “High-Lord Stanton first,” I injected hoping that his name would bring my father around to my way of thinking.
 
   While he tensed at the name, he continued on regardless, “And his wife Lady Stanton, too?”
 
   “Well—”
 
   “And also don’t forget their daughter, I seem to remember she is about your age.  Surely she must also die, as she is related by blood?” he left the question hanging in the air. 
 
   Silence echoed around the two of us and I had to quickly close my mouth, the words, “Whatever it takes,” still on the tip of my tongue, but of course, I didn’t really mean that.
 
   My father didn’t seem to notice.  Instead he picked up one of the two photographs that adorned his desk, staring at the picture, with something akin to pain in his eyes.  “That’s the problem with killing, you see?  It’s easy to start, but so very difficult to stop.”
 
   “Then what are we going to do about it?” I demanded.
 
   “Do? About what?” he asked distractedly, his eyes still drawn to the photograph that he held lovingly in his hands.
 
   “Sagouran Fever.  The Radicals.  Civil War.  What do you think I’m talking about?  What happened to you?  You sit here every day, somehow apart from the rest of us, as if none of this matters.”
 
   “I intervened once, long ago.  It was a terrible mistake.  I used to think like you, that somehow I had the right, but I was wrong and somebody else paid the price for that error in my judgement.  So we’re going to do nothing.  My recommendation that all incoming ships be turned away remains and that should keep us safe enough.  The rest of the Imperium will have to manage on their own; there is nothing more that we can do.  Look on the bright side son, you’re going to have a ringside seat to observe the collapse of the Imperium and most likely the human race.”
 
   I shrugged off the hand he rested on my shoulder, watching from the corner of my eye as he struggled to his feet and, with Lucifer close on his heels, he shut the door to his study quietly behind him.  With frustration raging through me, I took the still warm seat behind his desk that he had just vacated.  Trying to put myself in his place, I tried to think what I could do differently, but after a few minutes, eyebrows furrowed in concentration, I finally gave up and slammed my fists on the desk with a violent urge to break something.  As much as I disagreed with my father, I couldn’t come to any other conclusion.  Perhaps, if I had somehow known about these events in advance, I could have done something to stop them but, by now, it was far too late.
 
   Looking up from the pitted writing surface of my father’s antique desk, I noticed his closed journal and, without thinking, flipped it open, turning to the last entry.
 
   Today thirty more souls rest heavily on my conscience; I wonder just how many lives have now been extinguished on my orders?  I have long since lost count.  I justify my actions like so many others—that I had no other choice, but did I?  I had no way to be certain if the crew were infected or not, but could I take that chance?  There are over thirty thousand lives on Arcturus that would have been at risk had I been wrong, but only one really matters—Michael, he is all that I have left.
 
   I hastily slammed the book shut.  The leather bound cover still warm from my father’s touch and my hands were trembling, just from touching his precious journal.  It felt like I was holding his soul in my hands.  Looking up I noticed that my earlier actions had also knocked over the two photographs on his desk.  Hoping that I had not damaged either, I quickly lifted the first, looking into the warm brown eyes of my mother.  According to my father, it was the last picture that was taken of her before she left.  He told me a little about her, when I had become old enough to understand that I must have had one.  According to him she had died in a transport accident, the ship lost, forever, while visiting her family.
 
   As always it was the second picture that drew my attention.
 
   For a start I had no idea who the woman was.  With her deep blue eyes and long flowing brown hair, the colour of roasted chestnuts.  While she was not smiling in the picture, there seemed to be a spark in her eyes that made me think she had found something amusing about the scene, but hadn’t dared to give any visible sign of her delight.  She was richly dressed, the Cerulean flowing gown, diamonds sparkling in her hair and sapphires pinned to her ears that matched her eyes.  As always my breath caught in my throat at her beauty, but it was far more than that as she seemed so alive, as if at any moment she would wink back at me.
 
   I hadn’t failed to notice that it was this picture that my father reached for, never my mother’s.  I constantly wondered who she was and how my father knew her.  From the picture it was obvious she was wealthy, probably related to some High-Lord.  My thoughts as always ran wild.  Imagining that she was married to some rich Lord, perhaps she had been my father’s mistress for a short while.  Had he loved her?  The expression on his face was always sad, wistful even, when he stared at her picture, as if he wished that things had turned out differently.  I couldn't envisage my father ever leaving her, so I always believed she had left him.
 
   Unconsciously my hand reached out, echoing the same gesture as my father and without even realising it I touched her image.  I almost dropped it when the picture bleeped, vanishing, to be replaced with a simple message prompting me that was the end of the file and did I wish to search for additional images?
 
   It wasn’t a picture at all, but some kind of remote access terminal.
 
   I had used similar devices before, at work, to remotely access the mainframe computer.  It was like carrying a small shard of it around with you.  I was therefore familiar with the interface, yet ours was nothing like this.  I had never seen such a thin, lightweight model before.  It looked exactly like a picture frame; several inches high, half that wide, about as thick as a piece of glass.  It had no visible power button, or any other controls, just a compact matt-black back with a glass front.
 
   Dismissing the message, I quickly flicked through the other images on the device, they were all the same woman, but in different poses.  Many of them were of her by herself, but in other ones she was joined by a similarly aged woman, a sister, I guessed.  Other pictures showed a much older man, her father?  I assumed that they were all related, but that was all the device contained, a dozen images.  I certainly agreed with my father’s choice, as the final picture of the young woman was by far the most flattering.
 
   Who was she?  Who were they?
 
   Having once again come to the end of the gallery of images, I was presented with the message prompting me to search for additional results.  Only hesitating for a fraction of a second, I quickly tapped the device, confirming the request and unconsciously held my breath waiting for the results.  They came back only a few seconds later and were deeply disappointing.  The device reported that no other images were found in the planetary cache however, the next line shook me to my core.
 
   It was prompting me to search the external company network, the corporate-extranet.  This was it, the very proof that I had been looking for.  For what I did know about such a device was that it had a very limited range, nothing more than a kilometre, certainly it couldn’t reach back to the town and the spaceport.  There had to be a Superluminal Transmitter very close by and I was determined to find it.  Then I would confront my father, once and for all, as it was time that he told me everything.
 
   My father had long warned me about hubris, of repeating the mistakes of the past and I had arrogantly ignored him.  But unwittingly I had already started down the same path that he had once trod.  This time however, it would not be some unknown person to pay the ultimate price, it would be him, my father.  For I had never stopped to consider that maybe others were also interested in my father’s past.  People with dark secrets of their own that would do anything to stop them coming to light, even to silence him, forever.
 
   For I had unwittingly set events in motion that would one day kill him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   I hear people constantly complain that there is never any justice.  They are wrong of course, as everybody is forced to stand in judgement—one day.  I, too, will ultimately kneel before those who I have wronged and plead for their forgiveness.
 
   I pray for that day to come soon.
 
   —From the journal of Lord Alexander Greystone,
 
    
 
   The first thing that I did, the very next day, was to take some time off work.  This was easily accomplished, as word had already spread about the events of the previous day and my father’s decision to quarantine Arcturus.  The announcement was initially met with some scepticism; business was always light this far out on the edge of the Imperium and my father’s declaration pretty much killed off any lingering hope.  However, a few well-placed words with Nick on the way home and word quickly got out that the Virus had already reached Canis Major and the grumbling soon abated.  Good old Nick, all I had to do was to tell him to keep it to himself.  If nothing else, he was a dependable gossip.
 
   This then left me with plenty of time to continue my own investigations.  I confess that I did explore a few local hills and spent some time pondering the possibility of hiding a fusion reactor underwater as we had a lake close by. In hindsight it seems ridiculous, but at the time it was all I could think of.
 
   I thought that I had found a lucky break when I managed to sneak one of the remote terminals out of the spaceport.  While it couldn’t access the Superluminal Transmitter it was able to detect the carrier signal and I spent a fruitless afternoon wandering around aimlessly monitoring signal strengths.  It was pointless, as the signal strength remained constant wherever I was in the house, only dropping off the further I travelled away from the property.  It seemed as if the source of the signal was coming from the house itself, which was patently absurd.
 
   In the end it was simple luck that came to my rescue.  While the remotes could be powered by their carrier signal, it wasn’t one hundred percent efficient and eventually the remote had to be recharged, at the source.  I had no misconceptions about my ability for subterfuge and my father had an uncanny knack for knowing where I was at all times, hence I ‘borrowed’ a micro-security camera from the spaceport.  We used them all the time to remotely monitor the freight passing through the port.  Small, easily concealed and self-powered, they were perfect for what I had in mind.  I doubt my father would have known what it was had he found it, he was never particularly technologically inclined, simply referring to them as my doo-hickeys.
 
   I watched, via the monitor, as my father worked late one night in his study, when the ‘picture’ on his desk blinked a few times, before vanishing completely.  He looked up in annoyance before glancing around the room.  I wasn’t sure if it was just my imagination, but he seemed to stare into the lens of the camera for an inordinate amount of time, before picking the device up from the desk and turning round to face his bookshelf.  Pulling a book, seemingly at random, he stepped through the portal that had smoothly slid open, disappearing from the camera’s view.  A hidden door in the bookshelf.  It was just so melodramatic and overdone—horribly gauche.
 
   To be honest, I thought that my father had better taste.
 
   *****
 
   I think waiting until I could investigate that hidden door in my father’s study must have been the longest wait of my life.  I knew what Aladdin must have felt like, waiting in front of the Cave of Wonders.  Anticipation was an understatement.  I could barely sit still and instead found myself pacing my room, checking the monitor every few minutes.  Eventually he returned, an hour or so later, replacing the book and the portal slid shut.  The picture still in his hand, now recharged and with a bottle of something in the other, he left his study.  A few moments later I heard his footsteps outside my door, but they didn’t stop, instead echoing further down the corridor to his own bedroom.  Obviously he had decided to break with tradition and sleep in his own bed, for once.
 
   All the better for me.
 
   I forced myself to wait until he fell asleep, although I dared not check too soon, as he was an incredibly light sleeper.  As quietly as possible, I tiptoed down the hall, reminding me of years past when I used to sneak out, after dark, to join Nick and some of our other friends for illicit rendezvous.  Arriving at the study, it took me a few attempts, but I eventually found the correct book.  I shook my head in disbelief as the bookshelf once again slid open, revealing the passage behind it.  I felt like I was trapped in some gothic period drama, especially after I took a burning candelabra to illuminate my path.  I held my breath, waiting to stumble across a coffin, along with a slumbering occupant, with excessively long canines.
 
   I’d definitely been reading too many of the wrong type of novels.
 
   In the end the candelabra proved unnecessary, as following the stone steps in a downward spiral, soft white light lit up my path, vanishing into inky blackness behind me.  It was the first hint of any sort of technology in a house that was still heated by fireplaces and illuminated by candles.  My anticipation continued to grow with each footstep forward, until the spiral staircase came to an abrupt halt and the passage split into two separate corridors.  With a shrug I followed the right-hand one, reasoning that I could always double back if I didn’t find anything.  It was unnecessary as it could have only been a dozen more steps further down the corridor when it widened into a massive room and my mouth dropped open in surprise.
 
   For facing me, piled high to the ceiling, several feet above me, was rack-upon-rack of bottles.  The racks, dozens of them, disappeared into the distance as far as my eyes could see which, from the well-spaced lights protruding from the ceiling, must have been some distance.  Snapping my mouth shut I took a step forward, towards the nearest rack and withdrew the closest, extremely dusty, bottle.  I had to wipe it, first with my hand, then the edge of my shirt to remove the dirt and grime, before I could clearly read the label.
 
   I recognised the writing immediately, from my father’s lessons, English, an ancient dialect once written and spoken on Earth, before being replaced with our Standard Basic.  The label simply stated Silver Oak, Cabernet Sauvignon, California, 2030.  The first few words meant nothing to me, but I remembered from my lessons that California was one of the forty-three states that made up the United States of Earth, a powerful nation back on Earth before the Exodus.  I assumed that the last few numbers were dates, and doing some quick mental arithmetic, came to the conclusion that the bottle I was holding in my hand was a little over five hundred years old.
 
   I almost dropped it.
 
   With a great deal more care than I used to extract it, I carefully slid the bottle back into the rack, before brushing away at the label of the next, some sort of Bordeaux, whatever that meant; this bottle was even older, the next the same and the next.  After reading half a dozen labels I had not found a bottle that was less than five hundred years old and there must have been hundreds of them, maybe thousands, stored in the room.
 
   I couldn’t even begin to guess at the combined price of them, remembering a story a few years back of High-Lord Zhang having once spent over two million credits purchasing a single bottle of wine from Earth, but that bottle had been barely two hundred years old.
 
   I suddenly remembered Nick stating that my father was as rich as Croesus and I suddenly found myself laughing out loud.  Croesus would have been an absolute pauper compared to the wealth on display here.  Noticing that a couple of racks seemed to be empty, I idly wondered what my father had done with those bottles.  Sold them perhaps?  Suddenly an image popped into my head, of my father re-entering his study, with the picture frame in one hand, and the other—a bottle, surely one of these, but why?  What could he want with it?  Suddenly a horrible thought came to mind, it was so terrifying that I immediately dismissed it, but I couldn’t and it just simply grew stronger, more certain.  My father never went anywhere.  He hardly ever left his study, even then only usually going as far as the kitchen or his bedroom.  Hardly enough time to sell, let alone auction—he was drinking them.  My father was unconcernedly quaffing bottles of wine, five hundred years old, worth at least a few million each.
 
   Just the thought of it made me feel sick to my stomach.
 
   *****
 
   Having retraced my steps, this time I turned left at the junction, my hands shaking, wondering what I would discover through door number two.  Like the first passage this one also opened up into a much larger chamber, a few dozen metres further on.  It occurred to me that I must be underneath the house, deep in its foundations and these caverns must have been hollowed out during its construction or, even more tantalising, that maybe these caverns pre-dated the house and instead it was built on top of them to hide whatever was hidden below.  Either way, whoever originally built the massive property above had been very clever, or extremely paranoid.
 
   Probably both.
 
   In many ways what I found in the second cavern was a disappointment, as it didn’t consist of endless mountains of gold, gems or other precious metals like I would expect to find in the Cave of Wonders, nor was it a solitary coffin, with a slumbering Nosferatu.  For me it was all of the above—and more.
 
   It was a single, solitary, ship.
 
   About seventy metres in length, maybe about the same in width, considering its wing-span, it was obviously designed for atmospheric flight. However its massive ion engines at the rear equally identified this as a spaceship, able to soar amongst the stars.  But it was not this that impressed me, as I had seen a great many such ships before, after all I did work in a spaceport.
 
   What was most extraordinary was that I recognised this ship.
 
   Working in a spaceport, with many different ships, you mentally started to categorise them; starting from the rusting freighter scows, held together by nothing more than duct tape. There was a pecking order working up, across the various corvettes, freighters and frigates we saw day-in, day-out.  Above these there were the larger starships that could never make planet-fall, the destroyers, cruisers and battleships.  At the very top of the list were the various flagships of the High-Lords, beyond that were the specials…
 
   Everybody had their own personal favourite, perhaps High-Lord Zhang’s personal runabout that still held the record for the Kestrel run, or High-Lord Stanton’s pleasure cruiser; long rumoured to be crewed only by the most heart-stopping beautiful women—clothing optional and hardly advisable.
 
   But late at night, when the lights were turned down low and the drinks flowed freely, then discussions turned to the truly legendary ones that were only rumoured to even exist, cloaked in mystery that people heard fleetingly about.  At the top of the list was the Celeste, the shuttle of Professor Henry Alcubierre.  There were precious few pictures of the ship, and as for its performance, who knew?  But this was the ship personally designed and built by the direct descendant of the man who invented Faster-Than-Light travel.  Nobody had seen man, or ship, for over three decades.  The discussions late at night often turned fantastical, with some postulating that perhaps the man had grown bored of this galaxy and had simply invented a drive to travel to the next, or perhaps a totally different universe?  All that was known was that the man had double-crossed High-Lord Lee Hyun-Woo, a fatal mistake at best.  Not known for his forgiving nature the High-Lord had sent his fleet to apprehend man and ship.  Surrounded on all sides by his enemies, with no way to escape, they had both simply—vanished, never to be seen again.
 
   Yet here was the Celeste.  What was it doing?  How had it gotten here?  So caught up in the moment of discovery and like a kid who had wandered into a candy shop, I failed to consider that perhaps I wasn’t the only one that was proficient in the use of remote monitoring devices.  I failed to notice the frantic blinking red light, as I stepped aboard the ship for the first time.
 
   *****
 
   Had I not been disturbed, I think I would have happily spent days exploring that ship.  Sticking my head into every nook and cranny and, that was before I had even begun to dismantle everything, working out what made it tick.  For I had already observed several unrecognisable systems, when I was abruptly interrupted.
 
   It’s a proven cliché to have a gun stuck in the back of your head and to hear the sound of it being cocked it sends a certain shudder down a person’s spine.  So I was somewhat relieved to not hear that sound; relief, that quickly evaporated, when instead a low-pitched hum started.  It quickly grew in pitch until it made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.  Taking inordinate care not to make any sudden moves, I turned my head slowly, taking a good look round, finally able to make out the shape of a pistol—the likes of which I’d never seen before.
 
   It appeared to be ridiculously delicate, even transparent, as if carved from the most fragile of glass.  My gaze was immediately drawn to the breech, or at least where the breech should have been, for instead there was a pulsating red glow.  My eyes became fixated on it, as the rhythm was almost hypnotic, beating in time to my own racing heart.  I’d never seen the likes of such a weapon before, but at once knew exactly what it was.  After all, my father had described it to me in exacting detail.
 
   A fusion pistol.
 
   Built by Professor Alcubierre personally, only a few existed, all used exclusively by the High-Lords—the personal weapons of the Gods.  Following the hand firmly grasping the pistol, I looked up, fully expecting to see one of those High-Lords standing before me, but instead found something far, far, worse.
 
   The disappointed face of my father.
 
   “Let me guess, you went looking for a late night snack and got lost?” he uttered wretchedly.
 
   *****
 
   “How did you know where I was?” I asked curiously several minutes later, after my father had directed me to a small room in the ship, where I found a table and several chairs.  Ignoring my question, he pushed me down into one of the vacant seats, before taking a seat of his own, on the opposing side of the table.  At least he had finally put away the pistol that he had been pointing at me, so I was fairly certain that he wasn’t going to shoot me, at least not yet.
 
   Giving me a frosty glare, instead of answering my question, he tossed something onto the table.  It clattered onto the desk, the sudden crack making me jump in contrast to the still of the ship.  Lowering my gaze to the object sitting on the table, I hesitantly picked it up, instantly recognising it as the picture that was sitting on his desk. This time, instead of the image of the unknown woman, it was displaying a schematic of the ship; with two profusely blinking red dots, the two of us, I assumed.  I closed my eyes cursing my stupidity.  Obviously the remote was from the ship and had immediately notified my father when I had stepped aboard.
 
   “You don’t seem surprised,” he mused, out loud.  “Hence I assume that you already know about the remote?”
 
   “Yes, but I didn’t know about the Celeste, I thought that it was the remote for a Superluminal Transmitter.  That’s what I was looking for.”
 
   “The Celeste?” he asked confused.
 
   “The name of the ship.”
 
   “Céleste,” my father replied, rolling the name on his tongue.  “So the Professor named it after his late wife, I can’t say I’m surprised.”
 
   “The Professor?” I replied, my turn to be confused.
 
   “Professor Henry Alcubierre,” he clarified.
 
   I could only stare at him.  If he’d told me that he was actually a High-Lord in disguise, I would have been less surprised.  “You know Professor Alcubierre?” I gasped.
 
   “I knew him.”
 
   “He’s dead?”
 
   “I certainly hope so,” my father replied absently, lost in the past.  “After all it was me that buried him.”
 
   *****
 
   I trudged after my father in silence, as he refused to elaborate after making that startling announcement.  I couldn’t get my head round it, that my father knew one of the greatest minds of the past few hundred years, or the fact that he had buried him.
 
   I didn’t realise how long it had been, before I looked up from the overgrown trail that my father had been following and noticed the darkness starting to recede.  Dawn was fast approaching.  My father meanwhile had come to a halt and I gathered that we must have arrived at our intended destination.  He stepped around a large grey mausoleum, not giving it a second glance, but I instantly recognised it as the tomb of my father’s predecessor, Lord Greystone.  He passed a couple more gravestones, before stopping in front of one set slightly back from the rest.  This plot seemed to be better tended than the rest, with the grass cut back and few weeds or moss in sight.  I realised that someone, my father I assumed, must have been maintaining this one.  My eyes came to rest on the gravestone and as the sun slowly peeked above the horizon it cast its first rays upon the headstone, illuminating the dedication on it, and my mouth dropped open in amazement.
 
    
 
   Professor Henry Alcubierre, 2446 – 2509,
 
   Husband, and beloved, of Céleste Alcubierre,
 
   “Your only limit is your imagination.”
 
    
 
   “You did this?” I gasped, unable to believe that Alcubierre had been buried here all this time and I had never known.  “How?” but I don’t think my father heard me as instead he was touching the headstone, his face raised to the first rays of the morning sun, his eyes closed and as those rays hit his face, I could see the glisten of tears on his eyelashes and for the first time wondered just what sort of relationship he’d had with Henry Alcubierre.
 
   For a long time my father was silent and I wondered if he’d even heard my question, when he started to speak.  Slowly, hesitantly at first, but before long he was recounting their first meeting.
 
   *****
 
   The notebook crashed onto the table with a jarring impact and Alex had to keep a tight grip on his glass, to stop the contents spilling across the desk.  With papers spread everywhere, this would have been of significant detriment to the Professor and his work.  Not that Alex thought that the man particularly cared, as the Professor stumbled to his feet, pacing backwards and forwards, cursing in frustration.
 
   “It just doesn’t make any sense,” he grumbled, waving his hands about wildly.  With his wrinkled face, piercing grey eyes and long, shoulder length silver hair, he was the epitome of the mad professor.
 
   Having spent an inordinate amount of time with the man over the last few months, Alex was more than used to his mercurial moods. Taking the remains of his half-eaten sandwich between his lips to free both of his hands, he spun the notebook around flipping it to the last page, running his eyes over the jumbled numbers and letters.
 
   They were complete gibberish.  As if a five-year old had gone mad, writing upside down, right to left, bottom to top.  The way the Professor was ranting and raving, most people would have had the man carted off to the nearest asylum for the insane.  Still Alex wasn’t most people, having spent the past few months closely observing the man, he had eventually deciphered his personal cypher.  It really was quite ingenious.  It only took him a few minutes to spot the mistake and, spinning the book back around to face the Professor, Alex took the remnants of the sandwich from his mouth and with his remaining free hand stabbed at the spot in the book.
 
   “There!” Alex declared loudly, to be overheard by the Professor.  “You raised it to the fourth power, not the fifth,” he declared confidently, interrupting the Professor mid-flow.
 
   “What?” the man barked, looking at Alex in surprise. “What do you know about multi-dimensional superstring theory?”
 
   “I read it in a book once,” Alex shrugged nonchalantly.
 
   “A book?” Henry Alcubierre snorted in disdain.  “And just where did you find such a book?”
 
   “You’d be amazed at what you can find in dusty rooms, while having a clear-out.”
 
   “And who may I ask wrote such a book?” Henry sniffed.  “I’ve yet to find one that wasn’t just science-fiction, or a complete fantasy.”
 
   “You did,” Alex replied unperturbed.  “Or at least your great, great, grand-father, Miguel.”
 
   “Preposterous,” Henry dismissed the possibility out of hand.  “Miguel only ever produced three copies, one remains in High-Lord Hadley’s personal library, closely guarded, the other is in my possession, and the final one is—”
 
   “—in my library.”
 
   “Even if what you say is true, it’s impossible for you to understand it, it’s written—”
 
   “—in English.  Yes, I know.”
 
   “And you read English?  A language that ceased to exist over four hundred years ago?”  Henry snorted.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Dare I ask how you managed this miraculous feat?”
 
   “Another book,” Alex replied. “Parlez-vous français?” At the confused look from Henry, Alex sighed. “It’s French.  According to the book that I learnt it from, it was the pre-eminent spoken language on Earth at the end of the Twenty First Century.  It seems it was spoken by all the intellectuals of the time.”  Alex shrugged, eyeing the remains of his half-eaten sandwich hungrily as he’d missed breakfast that morning.
 
   “Anyway, it’s totally preposterous,” Henry shook his head in disdain.  “There is no way you could understand this problem and…” his voice trailed off, eyes widening in disbelief as he ran his eyes over the calculation that Alex had pointed out.  Looking up from the book he focused on the man sitting unconcernedly across the table, who had already resumed eating.  “Who are you?” he demanded incredulously.
 
   “Me? Just a soldier, or more specifically an ex-soldier,” Alex said, having finished off his sandwich.  “Although as High-Lord Lee Hyun-Woo is paying me to guard you and this facility, I suppose technically that makes me a mercenary,” he added distastefully.
 
   “No,” Henry disagreed, pointing his finger at Corporal Frank Banks, who was currently inhabiting another reality, literally, as he was caught up in a virtual reality simulation.  From the way he was grinding his hips, grunting, it was obviously not Final Fantasy XXXII.  “That is a mercenary,” Henry exclaimed in disgust.  “So that makes me wonder who you are?”
 
   “Me?  I’m a nobody.”
 
   “In that case where are you from?”
 
   “Nowhere.”
 
   “Everybody comes from somewhere.  Where were you born?”
 
   “Deneb,” came the resigned reply, “near enough.”
 
   “Parents, family?”
 
   “Deceased, or at least my mother is—she was a prostitute.  My father?”  Alex looked up thoughtfully for a moment, “Could’ve been anybody.  There were certainly enough men passing through when I grew up, and yes, before you kindly suggest it, that makes me a bastard.”
 
   “In that case,” Henry Alcubierre replied, with a curious glint in his eye, “How is it that I recognise you?”
 
   *****
 
   “Where did he recognise you from?” I asked, totally engrossed in the unfolding story.
 
   “He never could remember,” father sighed.  “Although he swore to me, until the day that he died, that I reminded him of somebody.”
 
   “How long did you spend with the Professor?”
 
   “Several months,” he replied.  “My squad and I were hired to guard him and protect the facility where he worked.  It was a high-tech, secret, research laboratory, so there was very little security but the High-Lord wanted the Professor closely guarded and insisted on daily progress reports.”
 
   “Why?  What was the Professor working on?” I asked, wide-eyed with curiosity.
 
   My father was silent for a long time, as if weighing up just how much to tell me, before whispering quietly to me, almost as if he was afraid that the surrounding trees had ears.  “A weapon.”
 
   I blinked, hardly expecting that answer.  “A weapon?” I echoed incredulously.
 
   My father just nodded.
 
   “And where is this weapon now?” I prompted him.
 
   My father looked at me in surprise, as if he couldn’t comprehend the question.  “Well, I have it, of course.  Why do you think I’ve spent the past thirty years here, hiding on the very edge of the Imperium?”
 
   “You have the weapon, designed and built by Professor Henry Alcubierre?” I knew I was starting to sound like a broken record, stuck on repeat, but in all honesty, I just didn’t know what else to say.
 
   My father nodded again, but I couldn’t see any laughter in his eyes, nor his lips upturned in a smile.  If this was some sort of joke, he gave no outwardly visible sign.
 
   “Let me see it then,” I insisted and, after a moment’s hesitation, my father turned about-face, heading back the way that we had just come.  Literally.  As we then spent the next twenty minutes retracing our steps until, once again, I found myself standing in front of the ship, the Céleste.
 
   “It's inside the ship?” I asked confused.
 
   “No, that is the weapon,” he insisted, motioning towards the ship.
 
   I glanced at it once again, but it remained unchanged, sitting in the middle of the cavern, still, silent and about as threatening as a mouse.  Seriously, I had seen bottle openers that had appeared more menacing.
 
   “Watch carefully,” my father broke the embarrassing silence, activating the remote that he had been carrying with him since he had discovered me earlier.  With a few deft taps on the device, he nodded his head.
 
   I looked round, expecting some sort of massive death ray to suddenly appear, but nothing happened and for a moment I wondered if it hadn’t worked.  It took me a few moments to register what had happened, as it was not immediately obvious.
 
   The ship—had vanished!
 
   “It’s a cloaking device,” I breathed in sudden understanding.  For I had heard differing rumours of such devices over the years, but had never come close to one.  I looked carefully at where the ship had been parked, looking for shadows, trailing edges, reflecting light, anything to indicate that a ship was hidden there, but I couldn’t see a thing.  The ship had completely vanished.  I would swear that we were the only occupants of the room.  “Very impressive,” I conceded.  “What does it use?  Metamaterials?  Optical camouflage or Retro-Reflective projection?”
 
   “No, nothing like that,” my father snorted dismissively.  Reaching down to the floor and picking up a small rock, obviously left over from when the cave had been hollowed out, and tossed it to me.  “Throw it at the ship,” he insisted, gesturing to the centre of the cavern where the ship remained hidden.
 
   Shrugging my shoulders, not completely understanding the reason behind the request, but complying nonetheless, I threw the rock in the direction of the ship.  It was a good throw, striking the ship squarely amidships—or it should have.
 
   Instead it passed cleanly through.
 
   I could only stare, speechless, observing the rock strike the far wall, on the other side of the room.  Only then did it hit me.  There was no other entrance, or exit, to the cavern apart from the small corridor that we had just entered by.
 
   So how had the ship got here, and just where had it gone?
 
   I would find out the next day when my father explained just what Professor Henry Alcubierre had invented, but that explanation had to wait, as I had already fainted dead away.
 
   I, of course, blamed it on my lack of sleep the night before.
 
   *****
 
   “A fusion reactor?  That’s impossible,” I vehemently disagreed.
 
   “You use that term so confidently,” my father sighed.  “Who are you to say what is possible and what is not?”
 
   “I’ve seen a fusion reactor.  It’s hard to miss, what with it being a few hundred feet tall and all.”
 
   My father and I had been having this same argument for the last few hours, ever since he had first explained to me how the ship worked.  While he wasn’t an engineer and didn’t know all the details, he had worked closely with the Professor for several months.  The basic principal was similar to the Alcubierre FTL drive. The Celeste was fitted with one, but instead of being surrounded by a negative-energy field, it moved into one of the other thirteen dimensions of super-string theory. This was identical to our own, but where time flowed at a different pace, moving the ship slightly out of phase, that infinitesimal tick between the second hand of a clock.  From the perspective of a person observing the ship from this reality—it simply vanished.
 
   “The shielding alone to contain the reaction would be hundreds of feet thick, and that doesn’t even include the cooling systems required for the superconductors to maintain the integrity of the magnetic containment shell.”
 
   “So what you’re saying is that you cannot build a self-contained fusion reactor, less than a hundred feet in diameter, correct?” my father asked.
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   “I see,” my father smirked.  In the blink of an eye he smoothly drew the fusion pistol, which I hadn’t even noticed him carrying, the beam surging forward and striking a tree, several metres distant, dead centre.
 
   “Then I guess that’s also impossible, as it’s powered by an even smaller, micro-fusion reactor,” my father grinned.
 
   Leaving me standing in the middle of our lawn, mouth agape, staring at the perfectly round hole, over an inch in diameter, cut cleanly all the way through the ancient tree trunk.
 
   *****
 
   “So who is she?” I prompted my father one evening, a few days later.  I had requested permission to look around the Celeste, which my father had agreed to, in that maddeningly dismissive way of his, pointing out that the ship belonged to me now, just as much as him.  The indifferent attitude, a father agreeing for his child to go ahead and play with his newest toy, had put me in a foul mood for most of the day.  The fact that I made little progress trying to glean the inner workings of the ship, even after twelve hours tinkering away, had hardly helped matters.  Looking back on that day, I wonder perhaps if that was why I pushed him just as far as I did.
 
   “Nobody to concern yourself with,” my father said, ignoring me completely and continuing to scribble into his journal.
 
   “Oh, come on,” I cried out loud.  “It’s not as if you don’t know about all my conquests.”
 
   “You’re not still sore about Elizabeth refusing to kiss you in tenth grade are you?” he looked up at me with a raised eyebrow, “as you really need to get over that.”
 
   Grinding my teeth together in frustration, wondering if he would ever forget that incident, I snapped back irritably.  “It’s just that you know everything about me and I know so little about you.  It’s only by accident that I found out that you knew Professor Alcubierre and that you’ve got his damn spaceship secreted in our basement!”
 
   My father cast me a stern glance at the use of my profanity, but obviously decided to let it slip, just this once, as he must have observed something in my expression.  Instead he turned back to his journal, which only incensed me further.
 
   “An ex-girlfriend?” I needled him, but while his pen slowed momentarily, he deliberately went back to ignoring me.
 
   “A spurned lover, perhaps?” I continued to goad him, failing to notice his body tensing, the grip on his pen increasing until his fingers were almost white from the strain.
 
   “Your mistress then,” I smirked.  “What did she do, toss you over for somebody else?” I paused for a moment, before adding nastily.  “Her husband, perhaps?”
 
   While I was hoping to get some sort of reaction out of him, it wasn’t the one I expected.  For before I could blink he was suddenly standing in front of me, his forearm pressing painfully into my throat, cutting off my airway.  I immediately started to choke, unable to draw oxygen into my lungs.  I tried pushing back against him, but I could find no purchase, as I found myself slammed against a bookshelf, my feet dangling some inches from the ground.
 
   It was the expression on his face that so took me aback; it was like nothing I’d ever seen before, devoid of any emotion, lifeless and empty.  His eyes, normally a warm brown had darkened until they appeared almost pitch black.  Suddenly all those stories from my childhood about this man, a killer, came rushing back.  This time I well believed them, for the man standing in front of me was a total stranger—and seemed more than capable of murder.
 
   “Don't ever mention her like that again,” he whispered chillingly.  “You don’t have the right.  You know nothing about her, or what she was like.  Of anybody, she is the least deserving of your scorn.  Call me whatever you like, I probably deserve it and far worse, but you never disrespect her like that again.”  With that my father dropped me to the floor turning his back on me.
 
   But I always had to have the last word, it was my greatest failing, and before I’d even consciously thought about it, the words were already tumbling from my lips.  “How can I mention her? I don’t even know the whore’s name—” I never even saw his fist, it seemingly came out of nowhere, but I certainly felt it.  My jaw exploded in pain and already unsteady on my feet, I stumbled back into the bookshelf and it was only this that stopped me collapsing to the floor.
 
   “If it was anybody else—” my father shook his head furiously.  “I would have killed them for that.”
 
   With those words still ringing in my head, he left, leaving me bruised, shaken and wondering what the hell had just happened.
 
   Who was this woman?
 
   *****
 
   The brief, and very one-sided argument with my father, simply left me even more determined to find out what I wanted to know.  When he had left his study he had purposefully taken the remote with him, perhaps guessing at what I might have attempted.  In his fury, however, he had forgotten the simple fact that it was a remote to something else, completely superfluous if you happened to have physical access to that device, which I did, my father having granted me full access to the ship, a few days earlier.
 
   So still nursing my wounded jaw, and pride, I stepped through the hidden door of his study, taking me only a few minutes to arrive at the Celeste.  This time my first action was to cancel any remote monitoring, so my father had no idea what I was doing.  Then I sat down in the cockpit, activating the main computer.  It only took me a few seconds to find her pictures again.  This time when I came to the end of the file, I was prompted to search for others, but dismissed the warning.  Instead I instructed the computer to use the pictures for a far-reaching search, far beyond just this System, to search out across the complete corporate extranet.  I naïvely dismissed any and all warnings about the cost; who cared?  My father could foot the bill.  It would be suitable recompense for my wounded pride.
 
   I also dismissed any and all warnings that the other corporations could monitor such activity.  Who cared about some woman that my father was still obsessing over, thirty years later?
 
   It was just another step along a path that was eventually to have fatal consequences.
 
   The network connection ran over a Faster-Than-Light link, but even then it was horrendously slow and I sat there for ages, literally on the edge of the pilot’s seat, as the results slowly started to trickle back.  My biggest fear was that the search result would come back negative, that she was some insignificant, unrecognisable person, lost amongst the billions of others, special only to my father.  That was obviously not the case, as the results started to flood in and I soon had a name to go with the picture—Lady Jessica Hadley, eldest daughter of High-Lord Hadley.  My eyebrows disappeared into my forehead at this startling discovery.  As this was no distant relation to some minor Lord or Lady.  With no other family, except for a younger sister, she would have inherited most, if not all, of her father’s domain.  I could barely get my head around the mind-boggling concept of my father ever inheriting such wealth and power.
 
   The responsibility however, wouldn’t be a problem, I thought snidely.
 
   Curious to discover the present whereabouts of Lady Hadley, I expanded my search, only to discover my second big shock of the day—she was dead; having died almost thirty years ago.  The dates suddenly clicked in my head, no wonder my father looked at her picture so wistfully; he hadn’t left her, or her him, instead she had died!  A fist suddenly clamped around my heart and squeezed, remembering the words that I had spoken to my father, barely an hour before.  I felt the worst kind of scoundrel and realised that I owed him a sincere apology.
 
   But before I did that I had one last question to satisfy my curiosity.  How had she died?  An accident?  Illness?  Although I remembered my father telling me that the High-Lords and their direct descendants had genetically improved immune systems, making them resistant to almost all known viruses and diseases.
 
   This time the results came back in a torrent, with words leaping out of the screen at me.
 
   Murdered.
 
   Lone assassin.
 
   Never caught.
 
   Unsolved mystery.
 
   There was a single, blurred, photograph of the assassin attached and I watched open-mouthed as it slowly rendered on the screen, pixel-by-pixel, line-by-line, until I was finally staring at the complete image.
 
   In horror.
 
   For while the image was indistinct, obviously taken at night with the assassin partly in shadow, his face was clearly visible.  I recognised it instantly, after all it was a face that I was intimately familiar with, looking back at me, every day in the mirror.
 
   For the face was my very own.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   For many years it was just my father and I.  He protected me and taught me right from wrong.  He was my sun and my moon, the centre of my universe.
 
   For over twenty-five years he raised me, alone, never asking for anything in return.  It’s long overdue that I repay this debt.
 
   —Michael Greystone
 
    
 
   The shock must have caused my brain to short circuit for a couple of minutes, because it took me that long to start thinking clearly again.  The picture had been taken over thirty years earlier, I hadn’t even been born by then, so it could hardly be me, even though the likeness was surreal.
 
   It had often been remarked that I had a strong likeness to my father, especially from his younger days and it was this that planted the first tendril of thought in my head.  For it could hardly be a coincidence, the assassin being a spitting image of my father, while he had a picture of this victim on his desk.  I frantically scrolled forward, looking for some hint or clue as to why?  It didn’t take me long to establish a motive as the name practically leapt off the screen.
 
   High-Lord Stanton.
 
   At the time of her death she had been engaged to marry the man.  A man my father detested with such single-mindedness that it bordered on an obsession.  Remembering my earlier cutting remark about her going back to her husband and the reaction from my father, suddenly everything clicked into place, making sense.
 
   My father had found out about the impending nuptials and had begged her to break off the engagement. When she refused, he had shot her in a fit of jealousy.  To forever deny his hated rival her hand in marriage.  For as long as I could remember I looked up to my father, placing him on a pedestal and viewing him as some sort of paragon, a moral compass that I could admire and try to emulate.  I couldn’t have been further from the truth.
 
   Instead he was a liar—and murderer.
 
   Distraught, I wiped any trace of the search from the computer before switching it off and turning off all the lights behind me, as I departed.  Leaving the ship dark, surrounded on all sides by lengthening shadows.  I headed for my own bed, not knowing what to do or say next, simply determined that I would avoid my father at all costs.  I had no idea how to look him in the eye the next time I saw him, to hide the terrible truth that I now knew.
 
   Unbeknown to me, as I was heading for my bed, many, many light-years distant others were being roused from theirs.  For previously, over thirty years ago, software agents had been tasked with monitoring the very files that I had just accessed.  Infinitely patient, constantly diligent, they had waited all these years, sure in the knowledge that someone, somewhere knew the man that their master sought.  As thirty years ago, somebody had fatally underestimated the man and had only sent one assassin.
 
   Since then they had learned from that mistake and this time an entire team was assembled, over a dozen in total.  Their task still remained the same.
 
   Find him.
 
   Silence him.
 
   Forever.
 
   *****
 
   In the end I settled on the coward’s way out and simply avoided my father.  It wasn’t hard to do as he hardly sought out my company and I spent all my free time in the Celeste.  Meanwhile I had turned my attention to the cloaking device, having finally accepted my father’s, very compelling point, that the ship did indeed have a miniature fusion reactor.  I quickly discovered that the cloak worked on a very similar principal to the Alcubierre Drive.  Still, while testing it, I quickly discovered the very curious side effect that my father had noticed so many years before.
 
   I noticed that after using the cloak for some time my watch was always off by several minutes.  The very first time I saw this was when I sat down to dinner with my father—thirty minutes late.  It was a long, tense meal with few words spoken, not helped in any way by my tardiness.  I wasn’t the only one relieved when it finally came to an end.  
 
   Unlike my father, who simply shrugged and tossed away yet another timepiece, I was curious enough to investigate further.  I soon realised that the ‘lost-time’ was directly proportional to the time that I spent inside the ship, with the cloak running.  Practical experimentation demonstrated a time loss co-efficient of thirty-to-one, so for every thirty minutes that I spent with the cloak activated, one additional minute was mysteriously being lost.  Coincidently, I had come across just such a co-efficient a few days earlier, when investigating the power converter to the Alcubierre Field, which was set to exactly the same co-efficient.  Half a dozen experiments later, adjusting this power conversation ratio, proved the relationship.
 
   Of course time dilation was a well-known phenomenon.  First discovered at the end of the Twentieth Century on Earth with accurate atomic clocks and space travel.  This was further refined after the invention of fusion power and the early sub-light multi-generation colony ships that left the Sol System.  Time passed much more slowly for the crew when travelling at close to the speed of light.  This resulted in huge generation gaps in some family trees, with great-great grandparents far younger than their descendants.
 
   Causing major headaches when trying to record family genealogy.
 
   But I had already discarded time dilation, after all I hadn’t gone anywhere and time dilation was directly related to velocity, hence it couldn’t apply.  Instead, it seemed that time was simply passing at a different rate, approximately one-thirtieth faster for me, compared with any observer outside the modified Alcubierre Field.
 
   This supported Professor Alcubierre’s explanation to my father that the ship moved to a different dimension, one where time passed at a different rate.  This raised the tantalising possibility that if I could move forwards in time, possibly I could move backwards?  It had long been known that you could invert an Alcubierre Field, not that anyone had ever wanted to do so.
 
   After all, who wanted to go backwards at the speed of light?
 
   Oblivious to any possible risk, I inverted the field, before re-engaging it.  Nothing seemed to happen.  Instead I was forced to bear an agonising thirty minute wait, so that the effect would be pronounced enough to be measurable.
 
   After the seemingly endless wait, I practically sprinted from the ship to the first clock that I could find, an ancient, wound-up, Grandfather clock that rested in the hall.  It was called this as it was a tall, freestanding, weight-driven, pendulum clock.  I could practically feel each second drifting away, with the swift backwards and forwards motion of the swinging pendulum.  Anyone who has ever said they had no concept of time should stand in front of one of those clocks for a while.
 
   One glance at the old Roman numerals on the clock face and I danced a jig of delight in front of that ancient timepiece.  Surely I was the only person to ever travel backwards in time?
 
   The first ever human Chrononaut.
 
   However, as the euphoria started to wear off I looked around strangely, as surely something should have felt different? But of course it wasn’t, the only thing that had changed was that my watch was exactly one minute behind the clock I was standing in front of.
 
   *****
 
   Three days later though I was despondent and totally disheartened.  Time travel?  It was overrated.  Nothing as fantastical as described in science-fiction books.  Going back in time to meet yourself.  Forget it, you can’t, as you’d already left.  Want to pick those winning lottery numbers?  Not possible, for they wouldn’t be the same.  Go back and change your past?  Impossible, because it was no longer the past, but now the present.
 
   It turned out that time travel, just like time dilation, was all relative. 
 
   For when you changed something, turning left instead of right, then you created a whole new time-line and that future was just as uncertain.  As for the so-called grandfather paradox, going back in time and shooting yourself—seriously, why would you ever want to do that?
 
   “I take it that you’ve figured everything out then, son?”
 
   The voice of my father interrupted my depressed musings and I looked up in surprise, wondering what my father was doing on the ship and, more importantly, if he also happened to read minds.
 
   “Almost,” I replied cautiously, not totally sure of his meaning.
 
   Meanwhile, my father continued to shuffle around, uncomfortable on his feet, his hands stuck firmly in his pockets, as his gaze skirted around the inside of the ship.  Only then did it strike me that this was only the second time I had seen him inside the ship—the first, of course, being when he had caught me, red-handed, skulking around.
 
   “Why don’t we retire to my study? I think it’s long overdue that we had a talk.  I’ll get us something to drink and the fire going.  It’ll be much warmer there than here.” He must have noticed the sceptical look on my face, as the on-board climate control kept the inside of the ship at a perfect twenty-three degrees centigrade.  “Too many ghosts from the past, son.  It gives me chills just thinking about stepping aboard this ship,” he shuddered.
 
   *****
 
   “I’m sorry for hurting you,” my father started off, before I’d even taken a seat.  “It was certainly never my intention.  My past is painful and that’s why I rarely ever talk about it.  I avoid discussing it as much as possible, mostly to try and forget.  Anyway, I wanted to protect you, just as much as myself, you know what they say about the sins of the father, but I can understand why you’re curious—”
 
   “Did you love her?” I blurted out, surprising me, just as much as it did him.
 
   “I don’t know,” my father scratched his head, obviously embarrassed talking about such personal feelings.  “It’s strange you know, you think you know everything about a person, yet they can still surprise you.”
 
   “Is that your justification?” I muttered darkly, refusing to look him in the eye, instead staring at the glass held tightly in my grasp.  “She took you by surprise?”
 
   “She certainly did at that,” my father chuckled, unconsciously rubbing his nose.
 
   I think it was his laugh that infuriated me the most.  How could he sit there, behind his desk with her picture resting in front of him and find her death amusing?  I shot to my feet, as if my chair had suddenly caught fire, unable to restrain my temper any longer.
 
   “How can you sit there, laughing?” I screamed, smashing the glass in my hands against the floor.  The blood-red wine ran across the carpet in rivulets, looking so much like blood that I could easily imagine it being hers.  I pounded on his desk with both hands, fists clenched in rage, trying to shake the image from my head.  I was in such a fury that both pictures on his desk went tumbling to the floor.  “You killed her!”
 
   My father’s face turned pallid and he fell back against his chair and was still.  For a moment I thought I’d actually killed him. 
 
   “How did you know?” he gasped, his voice trembling.
 
   “It wasn’t difficult,” I sneered contemptuously glancing at the remote, which was now lying face down on the floor.  “No wonder you rarely go out and never entertain visitors; your face must be the most recognisable in the Imperium.”
 
   My father followed my gaze towards the remote and his eyes suddenly opened wide in understanding—and horror.
 
   “What have you done?”
 
   “I don’t know what bothers me the most,” I continued regardless, ignoring his question.  “The fact that you never told me what happened, that you lied to me about it or the fact that you killed her.”  With that I clamped my jaw shut, grinding my teeth together in frustration.
 
   The two of us stood barely a foot apart, my father still reclining in his chair, mouth agape, with me towering over him, leaning half across the desk.  He seemed lost for words.  The silence felt like it stretched into eternity, it went on and on, but was abruptly shattered when he finally found his voice.
 
   “I never killed any—” he started to reply indignantly, but whatever he was going to say next was lost when a booming echo sounded throughout the house.   Once, twice, three times.  The sound was so unexpected that it took us both by surprise, taking us a moment longer to even realise what it was.  Somebody was banging on the front door.  By the sound of the booming echoes he or she must have been hitting it with a battering ram.  I could count on one hand how many times we had guests come to stay, and this late at night?
 
   Never.
 
   If it was possible, my father seemed to turn even paler, looking first at me, then the remote still upturned on the floor. Finally he glanced in the direction of the entrance hall where the source of the banging was coming from.  He seemed momentarily racked by indecision, glancing at me one more time, before finally getting to his feet.
 
   The abrupt movement forced me to take a step back and by the time I had recovered he was already around the desk, passing me something in his outstretched hand.  He deposited it in my hands before I even had a chance to glance at it.
 
   “Keep this safe,” he ordered curtly, in a tone that I’d never heard him use with me before.  With such a note of ringing command I found myself automatically obeying, tightly grasping the object to my chest.  Still off-balance, wondering what was going on, I found myself being pushed backwards, in the direction of the concealed entrance in his study.  Before I could even ask what was going on, he pushed me through the open portal.
 
   “Hurry,” he ordered.  “Stay with the ship until I come for you and whatever you do keep that book safe.  If anything happens to me read it.  It will answer all your questions.”
 
   With those final words, the concealed entrance swung shut in my face and it was only in the dim light that I could finally see what rested in my hands—my father’s journal.  He’d often stated that it was his life’s work, a small attempt at restitution for whatever crimes he’d committed in the past.  I knew that he would never part with it, not while he still drew breath.  Therefore, ignoring his edict, I frantically started to look for the release lever, to open the door.  Only to find that the door would only open a crack as somehow my father had jammed it shut from the other side.
 
   So I was only able to watch and observe, in horror, at the events that unfurled next.
 
   *****
 
   It could have only been a few minutes later when I heard barking, Lucifer I assumed.  This was immediately followed by a loud crack of gunfire, followed by somebody crying out in pain.  I would recognise my father’s voice anywhere and redoubled my efforts to open the door, but it would not budge.
 
   I stilled a moment later when I heard footsteps on the other side of the door.  Putting my eye to the small crack in the door, I could just make out the scene in my father’s study.  He was the first to enter, stumbling, almost falling, while clutching a dark shape to his chest.  I could just make out the still form of Lucifer, in his arms, as he gently laid him on the ground.  My father looked up, back towards the entrance to his study, at something, or somebody, only he could see.  The little light cast by the fireplace clearly illuminated his shocked expression and the deep gash on his forehead, blood trickling down his cheek, but he didn’t even seem to notice, instead all of his attention was focused towards the entrance.
 
   “That wasn’t necessary!” he shouted.  Fury burning in his eyes, visible even in the dim light of the room.
 
   “I’m sure Lucas would disagree,” a rough voice replied, as another figure stepped out of the shadows into the room.  I’d never seen him before, but would have recognised him anywhere.  He was tall, about my height, with blond hair and blue eyes. He could have been considered handsome, were it not for the jagged gash running along the length of his face. Starting just under his eye it ran almost to his chin.  The skin was puckered and raw, an old wound that had never healed properly.
 
   My gaze followed his outstretched arm that was pointing to another man, Lucas I assumed, as he was nursing his hand.  Even in the firelight I could see blood dripping from his wrist.
 
   “Javier, I thought you said no names,” Lucas complained reproachfully, but Javier simply ignored him, continuing to stare intently at my father, with a gaze that bordered on the fanatical.
 
   I could make out a further four others, as they each filed into the room, making six in total.  They spread out until they formed a loose semi-circle with my father kneeling in front, bent over the still form of Lucifer.  While I had never seen them before, they all looked similar; tall, muscular, with vacant expressions on their face.  Men used to violence and long since immune to its ugliness.  Even if their expressions didn’t give them away, the heavy weapons that each held in their hands were clear symbols of their intent.  All wore some sort of body armour, which covered their upper bodies, arms and legs, leaving just their faces visible.
 
   “Search him,” Javier ordered, motioning towards Lucas at his side.  With his injury he was the only one without a weapon, although he had many close to hand.
 
   Lucas carefully approached, taking care not to block the others field of fire and roughly pulled my father to his feet, pushing him back against the desk, carefully, but expertly frisking him.  He stepped back a few minutes later with a quick shake of his head, returning to Javier’s side.
 
   “Turn around, slowly,” Javier barked and for a brief moment I wondered if he was talking to me, but I observed my father slowly shuffle around, still leaning heavily against his desk.  One of his eyes was swollen shut, I assumed from the same blow as the still bleeding head wound.
 
   “My how you’ve lead us on a merry chase.  I’ve been hunting you for thirty years.  My master was most displeased when I informed him that you had survived.  He made his displeasure clearly known to me.  I think I probably owe you for that—”
 
   Before I could register the movement, he took a sudden step forward, slamming his fist into my father’s stomach.  My father crumpled like a paper bag and would have fallen had the man not immediately followed this up with a wicked uppercut that caught my father under the jaw.  This time it was just the desk that broke his fall.  The only sound in the room was the laboured breathing from my father, as Javier stepped back into the semi-circle of his men.
 
   It took a long time for my father to recover, his hacking coughs a clear indication that he struggled to breathe, but finally he pushed himself off the table, turning once more to face his antagonists.  “You look a mite young to have been looking for so long. I don’t remember kicking over a nursery in my wilder years,” my father frowned.
 
   “My Lord is a powerful man and he rewards his most loyal subjects well.”  Javier smiled cruelly, exacerbated by the injury to his face.  It was a callous look that seemed to belong to an older, more jaded man.
 
   “It’s also against the Rules.”  Father leaned across his desk and spat blood into the bin beside the table.
 
   “My master is a God.  What does he care about petty rules?” Javier barked with laughter.
 
   “Justice catches up with everyone, eventually.  Even me.”  My father shrugged.  “Although I expected you somewhat…earlier,” he added with a hint of reproach in his voice.
 
   Javier’s face darkened with anger and he took a step forward, but was halted by father’s next words.  “After all, I’ve had thirty years to wonder how your master will react when the news becomes common knowledge.”
 
   “What news?”
 
   “The conspiracy to murder a High-Lord’s daughter, what else?”
 
   My breath caught in my throat as Javier stilled for a moment but he finally shook his head.  “Yesterday’s news, anyway you have no proof.”
 
   “Proof?” father laughed.  “What on Arcturus do I need proof for?  Even just the accusation will cause enough scandal that it will echo amongst the High-Lords for decades to come.  Coming from me, the very mouth of the assassin? It’ll be incendiary and that doesn’t even take into account the last letter that Lady Jessica Hadley wrote.  I suppose you’d call it a Last Will and Testament, but between you and I, some of the accusations that she makes,” he shook his head as if in disbelief.  “They’re words stained in her own blood.”
 
   “Letter? Give it to me.”
 
   “You’ve got to be joking.  My life will be forfeit the moment that I hand it over to you.”
 
   “Your life ended thirty years ago, since then you’ve been living on borrowed time.”
 
   “Well, we seem to find ourselves at an impasse then,” father shrugged unconcernedly.  “Give my regards to your Lord the next time you see him.  I don’t think you’ll be receiving many more rewards from him.  Not once he’s finished cleaning up your mess.”
 
   “What do you want?” the question came out in a strangled tone of voice.
 
   “A better offer.  I’ll transcribe a copy of what Lady Jessica wrote; you take it back to your master and let him decide.  We’ll wait here for his response.  I’ve got thirty-nine rooms, so you can make yourselves comfortable while you wait.”
 
   “You’re mad.”
 
   “Once in a lifetime offer,” father smirked.  “Take it, or kill me.  Either way I can’t lose.”
 
   “Write the damn letter.”
 
   *****
 
   I watched, transfixed, as father stumbled back behind his desk, slumping heavily into his chair, sliding a fresh sheet of paper in front of him.  As he put pen to paper I wondered what he was going to write.  However, barely halfway through the first word, he had to stop, his hand was trembling so badly.  Eventually he reached across the desk and drained what little he had left in his wine glass.  After this he resumed writing, the room deathly silent, nothing but the scratching of his pen and the occasional popping from the fire. He stopped writing once again and this time shook the pen, as it seemed to have run dry.
 
   “By the High-Lords, somebody get him a pen, before I stab him with it,” Javier ranted angrily.
 
   “I’ve got it,” father drawled, raising his hand to halt their advance.  Sliding open a desk draw he withdrew a new pen, raising it high for all to see, demonstrating that the pen was indeed mightier than the sword—or gun.  A few more words and he abruptly stopped, looking up, as if suddenly recalling the half dozen of them, arrayed around the desk, guns all pointing directly at him, fingers resting on triggers.
 
   “Excuse my manners, can I get anybody a drink, while you wait?”
 
   The roar of fury from Javier was enough to shake the bookshelves.  “The next time you put down that pen, you’d better have finished, otherwise I will kill you myself.”  Raising his own heavy pistol, his finger depressing the trigger slightly.
 
   “Fine, whatever,” father shrugged, resuming his writing.  “I was just trying to be a courteous host.  You know, for so long I’ve lived in fear of you finding me, as I eventually knew that you would—”
 
   “You’re right to fear my master, as his reach is boundless and as you will soon find out, utterly merciless.”
 
   “—but the thing is, that after living with fear for so long, you start to just take it for granted and I hardly feared your Lord’s retribution.  There are far worse things in life than death, I should certainly know.”  With that my father put his pen down and pushed the letter forward a couple of inches, clearly demonstrating that he had finished.
 
   Javier took a step forward to retrieve it, but was stopped from doing so by the palm of my father’s hand, coming down, to rest atop the letter.
 
   Leaning forward, my father looked up at the disfigured man leaning across from him.  “I didn't kill her you know,” he stated in a firm voice.  “Your man did that and would have done the same to me, had I not fired first.”
 
   My breath caught in my throat, as I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, but instinctively knew that it was the truth.   Somehow I knew that these words were really intended for me.
 
   “He was our insurance policy,” Javier shrugged indifferently.  “While we could have dispatched her at any time, it would have been messy.  My Lord wanted no loose strings attached.  You kill the girl, the heroic guard slays the lone, crazed assassin.  All nice and neat, it’s a timeless classic.”
 
   My father lifted his hand from the letter, allowing Javier to retrieve it, turning back towards the large decanter of wine resting on the side of his desk.  Removing the stopper, he prepared to pour the contents into his empty glass.  “I never cared about my life,” my father carried on regardless, interrupting Javier whose eyes had drifted down to the document, having finally lowered his pistol.  “But I cared a lot about hers.  She didn’t deserve that fate, but something, better.  She had her whole life in front of her.  I was holding her in my arms, at the very end.  As I watched her life drain away I swore to myself that I would find those responsible—”
 
   “Seems we did that for you,” Javier smirked, motioning to the half-dozen men around him.
 
   “—and watch as you all burn,” my father hissed, venomously.
 
   For the full decanter of wine was no longer in his hand, but instead whirling through the air in their direction.  Shocked at the unexpected action the men automatically reacted—stepping aside, watching the spiralling bottle go end-over-end, but by doing so they all momentarily took their eyes off my father.
 
   I was the only one to realise that his hands were no longer empty, but now grasping the fusion pistol that he had withdrawn from the desk, at the same time he had reached for a new pen.
 
   The beam from the pistol instantly reached temperatures of well over one million degrees centigrade, striking the crystal decanter dead-centre, its contents instantly ignited, sending shards of glass and burning liquid spraying in all directions.  The resulting fireball engulfed the room, consuming the men arrayed around it.  Even muffled behind the door their screams of pain, as the flames consumed them, were clearly audible.  The fireball didn’t stop there however, but ignited the carpet and then the ancient books.  In the space of a few heartbeats the room turned into a scene from Dante’s Inferno.
 
   And into this picture, through smoke and fire, stepped my father—the devil reincarnated, with his fusion pistol glowing, the white light piercing the blaze, reaching out towards his victims, time and time again.
 
   The armour they wore was useless against such a thing, the beam piercing the entire way through them.  Between the smoke, flames and speed of the assault they were blinded; two dead before the others even had time to react.  Javier only saved himself at the very last moment, from the unerring accuracy of father’s pistol, when he jerked Lucas in front of him, absorbing the blast.  Discarding the now dead body, with a curse, Javier frantically tried to bring his own weapon to bear, having holstered it prior to picking up the letter.
 
   He would never have made it in time, as already my father was adjusting his aim to fire again, were it not for with a cry, another stepped from the flames.  His dark body armour smoking, with small patches of flames clearly visible, still burning, where the flaming liquid had engulfed him.  He towered over my father, a veritable giant of a man, possibly forty years younger and over a hundred pounds heavier.  Swinging his assault rifle as if a club, directly at my father’s head—
 
   My father caught the weapon with his free hand, brushing it away from him, like a bothersome gnat.   He literally tore it from the man’s grasp, negligently discarding it like a broken toy.  The man had no time to reach for another, as the fusion beam swung back around in his direction, literally decapitating him.
 
   Father was still turning around when the sound of another gunshot echoed around the room.
 
   He stood frozen in place, seemingly stunned, raising his free hand where it had instinctively covered his chest.  He stared in disbelief at the hand that came away bloodied.  Taking a faltering step back, the fusion pistol fell from his nerveless fingers, landing with a thud on the floor.  Everything was still for a moment, dark shadows dancing everywhere, cast by the flames that were now climbing the bookshelves.  Taking another step back my father collided with the desk, only then did his legs finally give out, and he slid to the floor, head resting against the side of his desk.
 
   Javier and the two other remaining men, took a cautious step forward, but lowered their weapons after a moment’s hesitation, when it became obvious that the wound was fatal.
 
   “I win,” father gurgled, with a faint smile.
 
   “No, now you finally die.  You conceited old fool.  What you should have done thirty years ago and saved us all the time and effort,” Javier spat.
 
   “Time well spent, a precious gift bequeathed to me by Lady Jessica.  Sadly, I was only able to partly repay her,” as he cast his gaze around the room, now littered with the bodies of the dead.  “But why?” he coughed, blood bubbling from between his lips.  “She was innocent, not deserving—who would go to so much trouble?”
 
   “Something that you can ponder together, when you see her next.  Pass on my regards.”  Javier once again raised his pistol to finally finish the task that he was meant to accomplish thirty years before.
 
   For a second time, in the span of a few minutes, the sound of a single gunshot echoed throughout the room and then everything went still.
 
   My father was dead.
 
   *****
 
   I couldn’t believe it.  For so long he’d been a fixture in my life, a giant of a man, larger than life, always striding along besides me, now gone, forever.  A cry of pain, anguish and despair rang out.  As if the heavenly angels were crying out at his loss.  A man, who with my final words I cursed, disparaged and vilified—for a crime he didn’t even commit.
 
   It was only when three pairs of eyes swung in my direction, surprise evident in their faces that I realised that the scream had come from my own throat.  In blind panic I stumbled away from the concealed door, half running, half falling down the steps in the direction of the ship and safety.  I hadn’t waited a moment too soon, as behind me the door exploded inwards in a cloud of wooden shards, burning pages, smoke and flames.  I glanced back wildly to see the three of them, hurrying through the gaping hole.  Paying more attention to them than the steps, I missed one, tripped, and went flying head over heels down the stairs.
 
   That fall saved my life.
 
   The hail of gunfire went straight over my head, where I had been standing only moments before with stone fragments and bullets flying all around me.  Coming to a halt in a pile of battered and bruised limbs at the bottom of the stairs, I didn’t even hesitate, sprinting in the direction of the ship as if my very life depended upon it, which of course, it did.
 
   I finally made it to the ship and frantically hammered on the panel to close the door, which thankfully it did with seconds to spare.  The bullets pinged against the door, like hail during a thunderstorm.  Gasping for breath, I made my way to the flight deck, slumping into one of the pilot’s seats.
 
   Looking through the cockpit windows, I soon realised that I had made a fatal mistake.  I thought that I was safe because their guns couldn’t penetrate the ship and they didn’t have the access codes to enter, but they didn’t need either, because from pouches in their dark armour, they withdrew a number of small, squat, oblong devices.  I had no idea what they might be, until one-by-one they drew pins from them, before tossing the devices towards the ship.  I could hear them bounce against the hull, coming to a rest above, and below, the ship.
 
   While I had never seen a grenade before, I instinctively knew that is what they must be.  I had no idea what sort of damage they could inflict on the ship, and had no plans to hang around to find out.  One glance at the flight instruments was enough to show that all pre-flight checks had already been carried out and the engines were simply in standby.  The ship was ready to depart at a moment’s notice.  Suddenly my father’s earlier words rang out through my head, how he had been expecting these men, for over thirty years.  No wonder he never left his study, he had his escape route long planned out, ready and waiting.
 
   One that I had no hesitation in using.
 
   Activating the pre-programmed launch sequence, the ship immediately came to life.  The thrusters glowed an incandescent white and with a noticeable tremble the ship slowly rose into the air, the nose swinging around as soon as the ship was clear of the ground.  I could feel the vibrations as the landing pads retracted, along with the ominous sound of the grenades grating across the length of the ship.  My worries about the grenades were cut short when, with an ominous rumble, the main engines came to life and the ship started to edge forward—directly towards a rock wall!  It was only then that I remembered the cavern didn’t have any entrances, or exits, large enough to fit the ship.
 
   Another scream was torn from my lips, as the ship suddenly leapt forward, like a stallion from the starting gate.  The ship was immediately buffeted by multiple explosions and, for a horrifying instant, I thought it was caused by the ship colliding with the wall, but the explosions were coming from behind the ship.  For at the same time a massive hanger door had revealed itself, as black as the surrounding rock, obviously being pre-programmed along with the launch sequence, as the ship slipped through it with inches to spare on either side.  Behind the door, on both sides of the ship, was cave after cave, full of stalagmites and massive tree roots. 
 
   All raced past in the blink of an eye, as the ship continued to accelerate, until eventually I was pressed back into the seat.  Like some great invisible hand was pushing against my chest.  Ahead I could just make out a spot of light, which grew and grew, until before I’d even realised what was happening the ship was out of the caves and flying through a massive waterfall.  I could hear the sudden pounding of the water against the hull and then everything went white, as the ship abruptly climbed into the sky.  Droplets of water fell from the hull and in the bright sunlight everything seemed to glow like a kaleidoscope, a brilliant prism of colours—and then I was free.  Climbing higher and higher into the sky, most obviously on some sort of pre-programmed flight path.
 
   Somehow I had made it out alive or, so I had thought, but my mad-dash escape was far from being over.
 
   The ship had barely broken atmosphere, struggling against the incessant pull of gravity, trying to pull us back to Arcturus, when a whole new panel of the ship’s flight-display suddenly lit up, showing an intricate, three-dimensional hologram, of another ship.
 
   Earlier when I was discussing the ranking of ships, well, this new one was fairly high up on that list.  Although, it was totally incapable of landing on a planet or even entering the atmosphere, as that would have interfered with all the guns, missiles and laser emplacements protruding from the ship.
 
   A warship; heavy destroyer class, and it was gaining, rapidly.
 
   My first instinct was to call for help, before common sense overrode that idea.  After all this was Arcturus and all we had was the SPC Orion.  Having patched that ship up myself, I was fully aware of its capabilities—and it wouldn’t last five seconds against this monster.
 
   My next idea was simply to outrun it, after all the Celeste was far smaller and appeared to have more powerful engines than one would have imagined.  I idly wondered what Professor Alcubierre might have done to improve them?  Possibly they generated artificial wormholes to allow instantaneous Galaxy spanning travel?  My musings were rudely interrupted by a shrill alarm.  As I wondered how things could get any worse, the image of the warship vanished, to be replaced with what seemed like a map of the surrounding space, with the Celeste in the middle.  Visible on this a dozen or so blinking red dots fast approaching the ship, it didn’t appear as if I would be outrunning them after all…
 
   Something inside of me just seemed to snap.  In the space of an hour my life had been turned upside down.  My father murdered in front of me and I had been shot at, almost blown up and now I had a massive warship bearing down on me, missiles only seconds away from tearing the ship apart.  So I did what I should have done from the very beginning, if my mind hadn’t been clouded over while I had been living in a state of continual fear and abject terror.
 
   I activated the ship’s cloaking device.
 
   The effect was immediately apparent, because where only moments before the missiles had been seconds from impact, now they were twisting away in every direction imaginable, soon exploding in a last ditch, desperate, final attempt.  It was futile, as they were still some kilometres distant and, even had they been on top of the ship, we were now separated by several different dimensions.
 
   I sat in that seat for what seemed like the longest time, watching as the destroyer crossed my orbit several times, fruitlessly trying to find me, but it was impossible.  No scanner or sensor in existence could detect this ship or I.  Finally, they abandoned their search, vanishing into faster-than-light.
 
   I let out a deep breath that I wasn’t even conscious I had been holding, before looking around in a daze, wondering what I was going to do next, knowing now that I was finally safe.  Instinctively I turned the ship around back towards home, Arcturus, before I stopped myself.  There was nothing left there for me.  My father was dead, our home more than likely gone, as the fire had most likely consumed everything.  Even worse it was most probable that they had left a couple of men there to await my return.
 
   That still left me with a choice of almost three hundred different planets, as the Celeste was equipped with its own Alcubierre drive.  Until I remembered one of the last conversations with my father—Sagouran Fever, it had already reached Canis Major.  Possibly Arcturus was one of the few planets that hadn’t yet been infected.  I could simply be replacing one danger with another, far worse, one.
 
   I was completely out of ideas.
 
   Who knows how long I might have just sat there, had my eyes not fallen upon a dark object that had slipped under the seat.  Reaching down I picked it up, instantly recognising it as my father’s journal.  I’d kept my promise to him to keep it safe.  Remembering his final words that it would answer all my questions, I turned to the first page and started to read.
 
   *****
 
   Almost twelve hours later I read the final entry, before closing the book.  My eyes had grown puffy and red, from the almost constant crying.  I don’t know how many lines were now illegible, having wiped my tears from the pages.  I should never have doubted my father, as my first instinct had always been correct.  He was a good, honourable man.  Somebody I would forever respect, that I could look up to and aspire to be.  But more than that, his journal indeed had answered all my questions, including what to do next.
 
   My father had devoted over thirty years of his life to me, looking after me, protecting and teaching me—never asking or expecting anything in return.  Well, it was time that I repaid him for a lifetime of sacrifices.  For he had taught me that we record the past, study and learn from it, so that we don’t repeat the same mistakes.  While we cannot change the past, for when we go back it is no longer the past, but the present, we can change the future.  My father’s only real wish, beyond seeing me safe and well, was to give a young woman another chance at life.  To give back what was so cruelly taken from her, to give her a second chance.
 
   It was a wish that I could grant, as I knew the exact place and time where I had to be.
 
   The journey back will be long and arduous.  There are not enough supplies on board the ship to sustain me for that length of time and I daren’t go anywhere to restock.  I will have to use one of the suspended animation pods aboard the ship.  They should sustain me for the five years, with the cloak running at full power.  Long enough to take me back the thirty years that I need to go.
 
   In case I don’t make it, then I leave behind these written words, in the very journal that my father treasured so much.  I will finish with what I should have said to him.
 
   That I love you, and I’m coming for you.
 
   Michael Grey
 
   Arcturus, Sirius System, 2544
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Mistakes.  Everybody makes them.  What is important isn’t the mistake itself, but learning from them, so never to be repeated.
 
   How I wish that I’d learnt that lesson.
 
   —From the journal of Lord Alexander Greystone
 
    
 
   Planet Osiris, Pegasus System, 2514
 
    
 
   Lady Jessica Hadley, eldest daughter of High-Lord Hadley, opened her blue eyes and blinked away the last vestiges of sleep.  The room was still dark, long shadows cast by the silvery moonlight visible through the gap in the thin gossamer curtains.  A slight breeze from the open balcony door caused them to billow inwards, causing her to blink again at the sight.  She thought she had closed them prior to going to sleep.  The warm breeze brushed against her cheek making her sigh softly, it brought back memories of the dream that she had been enjoying.  The last vestiges of which were quickly receding, as intangible as smoke.  But one last image stuck in her mind, her dream lover gently brushing against her cheek with his lips, his caress so light that it made her feel like she would float away.
 
   She could feel his touch even now, and still in the embrace of sleep she leaned into the contact, feeling his fingertips glide across her skin, like rose petals against silk.  Sighing, she opened her eyes once again, as they had drifted shut, taking note of the dark eyes staring unblinkingly back at her.  They were exactly the same colour as in her dream, a dark brown the colour of chocolate, framed by the very darkest lashes.
 
   With a sudden, sharp, indrawn breath the fingers were abruptly withdrawn from her face.  For a brief moment she felt bereft, empty, surly a strange feeling to have in the midst of a dream?  The thought brought her fully awake as she focused on the face that was only inches from her own—a face that she didn’t recognise.
 
   “Who are you?  What are you doing in my room?” she demanded, her voice hoarse, still heavily laden with sleep.  Her thoughts meanwhile were racing ahead.  Who was he?  What was he doing here, in her bedroom?  But most surprising of all was that she didn’t feel in the least bit threatened, the thought of crying out for help, never once crossing her mind.  Perhaps, her traitorous mind whispered, because the face so closely resembled the one in her dream?
 
   “Hush,” he murmured.  “Go back to sleep, you shouldn’t be awake yet.”
 
   “What are you talking about?  Who are you?” she demanded, anger clouding her words, as she pushed back the last remnants of sleep.  Remembering that she was only wearing her nightwear, she sat up, pulling the sheet close to her breast.
 
   “You shouldn’t be awake, because I haven’t kissed you, yet,” the stranger replied as his expression softened, lips upturned in an enigmatic smile.  A joke that only he seemed to comprehend.  “I was told that there was a sleeping beauty, locked away in this tower, waiting for a prince to kiss her and wake her from her endless slumber.”
 
   Jessica blinked, shocked at his words.  Was he crazy? Still one glance at his face seemed to banish that idea, he seemed very calm, for somebody who had only just escaped from Bedlam.  Even worse, his words caused her gaze to be drawn to his lips.  One glance at them and her dream suddenly hit her with full force, she remembered turning her cheek so their lips were suddenly touching, their tongues entwining.  “I think you’ve got the wrong room,” she uttered, her lips slowly curving upwards into a smile, trying to suppress the sudden blush that she could feel covering her cheeks.  Had he drugged her somehow?  Cast some sort of spell upon her?  What was wrong with her?
 
   “I’m not so sure.  For I certainly have come across a sleeping beauty, but she awoke before I could kiss her.  I fear that I am too late, for has the handsome prince been and gone?  If so he was a fool to have ever left you behind.”
 
   At this she laughed out loud, obviously if this stranger was going to hurt her he would already have done so.  Instead she sat up further, keeping the sheet tightly pressed against her, as she was hardly dressed to entertain, leaning closer until the two of them were practically nose-to-nose.  “I’ve been kissed by many princes, but none particularly inspired me.  Perhaps it was just because I haven’t met the right one.  Yet.”
 
   It was official; she had completely lost her mind.
 
   Here she was, in the middle of the night, alone with some stranger in her bedroom and she was flirting with him!  She had to supress a giggle at what her father would think, yet somehow she thought her brother would have approved, he never much cared for protocol either.  Looking into the stranger’s eyes, she wondered if they were really sparkling or whether it was just the starlight reflecting off them.  Would he really take up the challenge and actually kiss her?  One glance at his lips and she quickly had to avert her gaze.  Instead her eyes fell on his shoulder and ran along the length of his arm, to his hand.  He seemed to be holding something, but in the dim light she couldn’t quite make out what it was.  Frowning in frustration, she suddenly gasped when she realised what it was.
 
   A knife!
 
   “What?” she spluttered, trying to move away from him, but now caught up in the accursed sheet.  How could she have been so easily taken in by him?  “You were just trying to distract me with a charming smile and sweet words, before you gutted me?  That was your plan, to take me by surprise?  Some sick, perverted fantasy to get you off on?” Well she would show him.  If he thought that she was some hapless female, he was going to be in for a nasty surprise as she reached out for the fusion pistol, which she always kept within reach.
 
   It had once belonged to her brother and, as soon as she touched it, she could feel his warm, reassuring presence reach out and embrace her.  Swinging back round, it was only at the last moment she remembered just how close they were.  Well, there was more than one way to deal with that and brought the pistol down on his nose.
 
   Hard.
 
   *****
 
   Michael took a deep breath, peering out the crack in the wardrobe that he’d hidden in, a few hours earlier.  He had wondered if his father was ever going to arrive.  He had to keep stamping his feet, softly, to stop them going to sleep.  His breath had caught in his throat when finally his father had arrived.  He almost shouted for joy, before remembering where he was, and with whom.
 
   Anyway, he wasn’t due to be born for a couple of years, so it was hardly as if his father was ever going to recognise him.  There had been one terrible moment, with his father standing over the woman, knife held high, when he’d been wracked by doubt.  Perhaps his father had lied?  His journal, nothing but a pack of untruths?  But he had doubted his father once before and this had led to disaster.  He refused to make the same mistake twice, so had simply held his breath and waited.
 
   His faith had been rewarded, when with ear pressed to the door, he had managed to overhear short snippets of their conversation.  He rolled his eyes in mortification, he thought his pick-up lines had been bad and his father had ridiculed him?  Well, he was taking careful note now and was sure to pay his father back for all those comments.
 
   A loud crash interrupted his thoughts and he quickly glanced back through the crack in the door.  By the High-Lords!  The two of them were going at it like two hormone-fuelled teenagers, on her bedroom floor.  Red-faced with embarrassment, Michael turned his back to the door and the couple, who were far too busy to notice him.
 
   Whatever had happened to one’s elders, setting an example for the younger generation?  Anyway, he was meant to be here to save her life, not to chaperone them.  That thought brought him up short, reminding him that he was meant to be saving a life and he could hardly do that with his back to them.  So taking a deep breath, hoping that he wasn’t going to find clothes discarded everywhere, but fortunately the clothes were still on, mostly.  Instead the two were standing close together, his father reaching out to brush a finger along her cheek, a look of such yearning on his face that Michael had to tear his gaze away, not wanting to intrude on such a private moment.
 
   It was only because he glanced away that Michael caught the movement out of the corner of his eye.  A shadow detaching itself from the wall.  There was somebody else in the room with them and neither of them had noticed.  It was only when he caught sight of the gun, a flash of silver moonlight glancing off the dark barrel.  Michael didn’t even hesitate, instead acting on instinct, barrelling out of the wardrobe towards the couple, while shouting at the top of his voice.
 
   *****
 
   “Watch out!”
 
   The warning seemed to penetrate the fog around Alex’s brain, which always seemed to envelop him whenever he was near her.  He couldn’t think, couldn’t act, all he could do was feel.
 
   Then something struck them both a glancing blow.
 
   The force of the collision slammed Jessica into his chest and he reached out, catching her in time, but the force of the blow still spun them both around.  Fortunately, he managed to keep hold of her, drawing her closer into his chest to stop her falling.  That instinctive reaction saved her life, as the next thing he knew, in quick succession two bullets slammed into his back.
 
   His response was instinctive, born out of years of harsh survival, where death could come at any time, simply by a momentary hesitation.  His fusion pistol was already in his free hand, tracking the source of the gunfire before he even consciously realised what he was doing.  The actual act of firing, only a thought behind, as the beam from the pistol hit the assassin squarely in the chest, from across the length of the room.  For an instant the beam, a tangible thing, connected Alex to the man, illuminating the room.  Then everything went dark, the assassin slumping to the floor, a smoking hole, all that was left of the man’s chest.
 
   Then it was all over.
 
   “Are you okay?” Alex looked on with concern, into her shocked blue eyes.  As she stared back at him, wide-eyed, with surprise.
 
   “What just happened?  I heard somebody shout a warning, next thing I know you’re shooting—” Both their gazes were drawn in unison to the slumped body in the corner.  The uniform of Lord-Hadley’s personal guard clearly visible as he lay, slumped face down, on the floor.
 
   With a cry of despair, Jessica rushed to the deceased man’s side.
 
   “Damn,” Alex muttered, rubbing his face wearily having re-holstered his pistol.  “Can this night get any worse?”  A faint cry of pain from the floor reminded him that somebody had indeed shouted out a warning, saving his life.  Looking down he saw a pair of brown eyes staring back at him.  They belonged to a dark haired young man, possibly only a few years younger than himself.  The rapidly spreading bloodstain on the pristine white sheets clearly indicated that he had been shot.  A second glance revealed the wound to be fatal.  It must have been some sort of fragmenting round and from what little remained of his chest, he didn’t have long to live.
 
   “Thank you for the warning.  You saved my life,” Alex said, kneeling beside him, laying his head back against the bed, trying to make him as comfortable as possible.  It was the least he could do for him.
 
   “Then now we’re equal, for you once sacrificed your life for mine.  What of Lady Jessica Hadley?”
 
   “She’s fine.”
 
   “Then I thank the High-Lords for I’ve done what I set out to do.  Promise me you’ll watch over her.  She is very important, to both of us, for vastly different reasons.  As without her, neither of us would be here today.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” Alex shook his head bewildered, glancing over at Lady Jessica, who was still staring down at the dead guard, a look of shock clearly etched on her face.  “Who are you?” he asked turning back to the man beneath him.
 
   “Your son.”
 
   For a brief moment Alex was speechless, before common sense prevailed.  The man could only be a few years younger than him, it was impossible.  “I think you’ve got the wrong person—”
 
   The violent shaking of the man’s head interrupted him.  “I don’t have time to explain.  Take this.”  The young man passed Alex a leather bound book, the cover now smeared with blood.  “This will answer all your questions.”
 
   “I don’t understand.  What questions?  Who does this belong to?”
 
   “You,” the boy replied with the ghost of a smile.  “It was good to see you one last time and to say goodbye.”  With those final words, he went still, his eyes staring back at Alex vacantly, until he reached forward closing them gently.  “Goodbye and thank you for saving my life,” he whispered.  He looked up when he felt Jessica’s presence behind him.  “What of the other man?” he enquired.
 
   “He’s also dead.”
 
   “You knew him?” he asked, dreading the answer.  If he had been one of her father’s personal guards it was likely that she knew him, well.
 
   “I’ve never seen him before in my life and I know all my father’s guards.  Did you know him?” Jessica asked, motioning towards the body on her bed.  “You know he looks a lot like you.”
 
   Hearing her voice, Alex quickly got to his feet, all vestiges of exhaustion having fled at her words, his thoughts now racing on ahead.  Even now he could hear shouting and see lights coming on throughout the residence.  All the shouting and sound from his pistol, hadn’t gone unnoticed.  He stalked towards the door, the only entrance to the bedroom, eyeing a massive wooden armoire intently.  It must have weighed at least five hundred pounds or more.  “No, I’ve never seen him before.  You’re sure that you don’t recognise the man that shot at us?”
 
   “Shot at you,” she corrected sharply, eyeing him suspiciously.  “And no, I’ve never seen him before in my life.  I know the name of everybody that lives and works here.  What are you doing?  Stop that,” she added sharply as Alex put his back against the massive armoire and pushed.
 
   “Buying us a few minutes,” Alex grunted, as with a massive crash the armoire toppled over onto its side, completely blocking the door.  Just in time, as already hammering and shouts could be heard from the other side.  “Come on, we’re leaving.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere with you,” she stated resolutely, crossing her arms defiantly.  “Anyway, if you hadn’t noticed you’ve just blocked the only entrance.  You’re only delaying the inevitable you know.”
 
   Crossing her arms immediately drew Alex’s attention to her clothes, or lack thereof, having been too busy to notice that she’d finally managed to unwrap herself from the bed sheet.  For the thin white camisole and gauzy matching trousers that she wore, while covering her, left little to the imagination.  Tearing his gaze from her, he crossed the room in a few long strides, catching her by the arm on the way and pulling her in the direction of the open balcony doors.  “We’re leaving a different way,” he announced, pushing aside the thin gossamer curtain to reveal the small, private balcony.
 
   “That doesn’t lead anywhere,” she insisted.
 
   “Not true,” Alex disagreed, glancing over the side of the balcony into the dark.  He could just make out the still waters, from the garden’s ornamental lake, as the moonlight illuminated the calm water.  It was at least a thirty foot drop from the balcony.  “Probably white wasn’t the best choice for sleepwear tonight,” he smirked.  “I hope that you can swim.”
 
   Jessica’s eyes went wide, when she finally caught on to his meaning.  “You’re mad,” she exclaimed in disbelief, as awareness finally dawned.  “If you think I’m going to jump off my own balcony, simply to facilitate your escape.  Never going to happen.  You will have to shoot me first,” she added belligerently, planting her feet firmly on the balcony.
 
   Alex followed her gaze to his pistol, momentarily contemplating doing exactly that.  Eventually he discarded the idea.  She would be no use to him dead.  So with a devilish grin he took a step forward, easily sweeping her up, into his arms.
 
   “What are you doing?” she cried out in surprise, shocked by his actions.
 
   “Just doing what you asked, Princess,” he laughed.  “Seeing that you said you would never jump off your own balcony.  I’ll just have to throw you.  Now hold your breath.”  With that he casually tossed her over the side.  The ear-splitting scream from her on the way down that seemed to fade in-and-out in that strange Doppler affect, was abruptly cut-off by a splash from somewhere far below.  Audibly proving that she hadn’t listened to his advice.
 
   Alex shook his head in disbelief, briefly glancing at the two bodies, as he turned back into her bedroom.  Snatching the bloodied leather bound book from her bed, slipping it inside his cloak and the lightweight tactical armour that he was wearing underneath.  Fortunately, the fragmenting rounds that the assassin was firing, had failed to penetrate the armour.  As he made his way back outside, the sound of cracking wood could be heard, as Lord Hadley’s guards finally broke down the bedroom door.  Alex quickened his pace, hopping over the balcony railing and allowing darkness to engulf him.
 
   *****
 
   It wasn’t so much the impact of the water that shocked him, as the cold.  It ran along his nerve endings, making him gasp in shock.  A big mistake, as he was still several feet underwater.  Eventually he broke the surface, with much coughing and spluttering. He managed to catch his breath, spitting out all the water that he had swallowed.  He looked around, but the darkness was draped like a veil all around him and, therefore, with a shrug he swam forward, assuming that he would reach the shore eventually.
 
   He arrived less than a minute later, gratefully dragging himself up the slippery slope, as the armour that he wore had become waterlogged and the heavy weight kept dragging him back under the dark waters.  But now he was firmly on dry land his thoughts turned back to Lady Jessica, wondering where she might be.  Struggling to his knees he frantically looked all round, but couldn’t make out anything.  She did know how to swim, didn’t she?
 
   He could feel the first traces of panic nipping at his thoughts, when a splash behind him caused him to swing around.  Relief was the first thing to wash over him, as before him stood Lady Jessica, looking much like a drowned rat.  With her hair plastered to her face and, as for her clothes, they were plastered to her like a second skin and were now almost transparent.  She looked like a scene from Botticelli’s painting of Venus rising from the waves, in other words, spectacular.
 
   “I told you white wasn’t a good idea, although I must say you look—”
 
   Whatever else he was going to say was abruptly cut-off, as for the second time in the space of an hour, Lady Jessica Hadley slugged him.  This time without the aid of a pistol. Still, the force of her fist, catching him under the jaw, was still strong enough to knock him backwards, back into the water.
 
   “Would you stop hitting me,” Alex roared stumbling to his feet, dripping wet, again.  “Otherwise I’ll take you back home and let you take your chances.  I don’t know about you, but I think your personal security is a joke.  As only tonight three strangers, two of whom are now dead, strolled unchallenged into your private apartment.”
 
   “I’ll take my chances with the dead, thanks,” Jessica sniffed.  Abruptly crossing her arms against her chest when she realised just how transparent her clothes now were.  “Having just been thrown out of a window, I’m not going anywhere with you.  What next?”  She shook her head in disbelief, before turning her back on him.
 
   “Oh no you don’t,” Alex exclaimed angrily, sending droplets of water flying everywhere.  Taking a firm hold of her arm, again, before he lost her twice in one night.  “I’ve gone through far too much trouble tonight, simply to allow you to wander off and get yourself killed.  You’re staying with me until I find out who set me up.”
 
   “I repeat,” she uttered contemptuously. “I’m not going anywhere with you.  If you don’t release me this instant, I swear I’ll scream my head off, so long and loud that along with bursting your eardrums it’ll bring the entire Fifth Division, running.”
 
   “You know your earlier offer, to just shoot you, is starting to sound really tempting right about now.”
 
   “Go ahead,” she stared daggers at him.  “For that’s the only way that I’ll ever accompany you.”
 
   “Your choice,” he shrugged, drawing his pistol.  He had a momentarily impression of her shocked, disbelieving face as he raised the pistol.  With a piercing whine the beam engulfed her and she dropped to the floor, motionless.
 
   Alex sighed, as he reached down, picking her up.  Amazed that she seemed to weigh next to nothing, she was nothing but a waif.  Knowing his luck she would wake up hungry and was probably going to expect him to feed her too.
 
   His thoughts were as dark as the surrounding skies as he trudged, waterlogged, back to his concealed ship and then home.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Interlude.
 
    
 
   The crackling fire was the only illumination in the darkened room.  The towering flames kept away the chill that engulfed the rest of the rooms.  The result of the building’s advanced climate control system and nothing to do with the mild weather outside.
 
   It amused the man, seated in the armchair positioned close to the roaring flames so as to absorb the heat from the fire.  After all, was he not a God who had control over the basic elements—Earth, Wind, Fire and Water?  As well as life and death, of course, all of which he held in the palm of his hand.  Through the slightly ajar doors he observed, with some amusement, the naked woman shivering on his bed.  She made no move to wrap her arms around herself or to move under the covers, as he’d expressly forbid either.
 
   She wasn’t stupid enough to defy a God, unlike some others.
 
   Anyway, at this rate she was likely to die from exposure, long before he arrived at that entertainment he had planned for the evening.  For it wasn’t life that he was interested in this night, but death.
 
   It was a long time later, when a firm banging on the door announced the arrival of his emissary.  The man entered a few moments later, much to the annoyance of his master.  The emissary smirked, standing tall, overly confident in his own strength and prowess.  Many would have considered the man’s looks almost angelic, with his high cheekbones, sky-blue eyes and mop of curly, blond hair.  It irked the master greatly, along with the man’s air of casual, arrogant, superiority.  A reckoning was long overdue, a reminder of who was master and who was servant, but that lesson would have to wait for another day, as today the master was impatient for news.   
 
   “You’re late.”
 
   While only two words, they carried a massive subtext of information.  From simple demands to know the reason for the delay, to the lethal repercussions in the event of failure.  As tonight was the first step in a plan that had been decades in the making and nothing could afford to—
 
   “—Gone wrong.”
 
   The sudden flaring of the fire was in perfect symphony to its master’s rage.  The broken shards of what once had been a whiskey sniffer-glass raining down onto the flames.
 
   Javier reared back, his master’s wrath a terrible thing.  “It’s not my fault, my Lord,” he blanched, cowering in the face of such fury.  “The mercenary that we hired.  He killed our man.  Now he’s missing, along with Lady Jessica Hadley.”
 
   “The mercenary that you hired,” his master swiftly corrected him.
 
   “Yes, my Lord,” Javier humbly agreed.  “With the girl missing, her family are working on the assumption that it was a kidnapping.  They’re expecting a ransom—it’s usual in cases such as this.”
 
   “Then I expect you to find them.  First.  It would hardly be the first time that such misadventures have ended, badly.  Don’t return until you’ve found both of them.”
 
   “Yes, my Lord.  The mercenary was hired via an intermediary.  We’ll follow up with him first.  I’m sure he could be persuaded to give up the identity of the mercenary.”
 
   “No loose ends.”
 
   “Understood, my Lord.” Javier bowed deeply and, as he did so, caught sight of the raven-haired beauty, kneeling on his master’s bed, head bowed in subjugation.  Javier’s eyes feasted hungrily on the naked, pale flesh, on display.
 
   “I reward my loyal subjects for their successes, not their abject failures,” his master interrupted his thoughts, observing the direction of his gaze.
 
   Once his servant had departed, closing the door firmly behind him, the master turned to face the flames thoughtfully once again.  He had met the Hadley girl once before, much taken aback by her haughty attitude, aloofness and general sense of moral superiority.  A large part of him had been looking forward to the news of her death with that grin wiped from her face, forever.
 
   Well, if her death had to be postponed, then another could easily be arranged in its place, looking at his bed, towards his latest sacrifice, waiting patiently for his arrival.  After all, sacrifices to Gods could only be made with blood.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   I’ve been to Hell and there is no fire, or brimstone.  No screams of unending torture, or lost souls crying out for redemption.  Hell is complete darkness, with no sight or sound.  Just you, alone, with your thoughts, for all eternity.
 
   —From the journal of Lord Alexander Greystone
 
    
 
   Jessica was adrift on a sea of emotion.  What was happening to her?  Her control dissolved, knowing she had not lost it, but deliberately buried it.  This man didn’t play by the rules; a man should not kiss like this, acting as if he could read her mind.  As though he meant to express permanent, meaningful, devotion.  She was utterly lost.  A small voice warned she would be sorry if she surrendered to this man, but it was very weak and his mouth on hers burned hot, making her feel as if she was soaring.
 
   As always she could never see her dream lover, his face shrouded by shadow, as if the very darkness itself clung to him, concealing him.  Only his eyes were clearly visible. Dark brown, almost black, clouded with desire.
 
   His lips moved away from her swollen lips, kissing her cheek, following a trail to her ear, biting gently, but hard enough to make her gasp.  But he didn’t dwell for long there, kissing down her neck, making her arc her head to give him better access. But still he didn’t linger, instead kissing lower and lower until she felt branded by him, making her cry out loud.
 
   She snapped her eyes open.
 
   Her body trembled from the intensity of the dream.  She could still feel her dream lover’s kisses, like warm silk against her breast.  Suddenly, overheated, she pushed the heavy blanket away from her flushed body.  Which revealed the second surprise—
 
   The reason that she felt warm silk pressed to her skin, was because she wore a rose coloured silk negligee that she neither owned nor had ever seen before.  It seemed to be tailored however for somebody a good few inches shorter than her, as it barley reached her thighs.  It made her feel indecently exposed, even if the silk against her overheated flesh felt decadent.
 
   A quick glance around revealed a bedroom, which she also failed to recognise, but thankfully she was the only occupant.  Now that the blankets no longer covered her and her overheated body started to cool, she suddenly felt chilled.  A small fire took up one length of the room, but it must have gone out some hours earlier, as it offered no warmth.  Someone obviously had prepared for this eventuality, as she observed a matching satin dressing gown, in the same colour, lying on the back of a chair.  She hurriedly donned it, somewhat disheartened to discover that it hardly covered much more skin, barely reaching her knees, but at least it afforded some warmth, if not modesty.  Now dressed, somewhat, she took to exploring her immediate surroundings.  The room was tastefully decorated, but in strong, masculine colours, with dark oak furniture, a worn beige carpet and dark green blankets covering the bed.
 
   Peeking inside the large wardrobe, she found worn shirts and faded jackets, the drawers revealed rough-spun trousers, the kind perhaps worn by one of her family’s workers.  She was about to close the wardrobe when a flash of black at the very back, drew her attention.  Carefully pushing aside the other clothes, she was astonished to find a uniform of the very darkest black.  Unlike the other rough clothes, this was made of the finest material, spotless.  She recognised the silver oak leaf on the lapel, signifying the rank of Lieutenant-Colonel, as she’d met other officers at various balls and functions, but the other insignia on the uniform she didn’t recognise.  Certainly the uniform didn’t belong to anybody in her father’s armed forces.
 
   Having exhausted all other avenues of investigation, Jessica hesitantly made her way towards the only door in the room, and was more than a little surprised that it opened when she tried the handle.  She had been sure that it would be locked.  The open door revealed a long, empty corridor, again with faded carpets, but this time a navy-blue colour.  Closing the door softly behind her, she had only taken a few steps when she heard the first growl.
 
   It started low, almost below the range of human hearing, but rapidly increased both in pitch and volume.  The sound sent a shiver of fear down her spine, it was instinctive, an evolutionary reminder that it wasn’t many generations ago that she might have been fleeing a pack of such vicious, hungry predators.  A quick look down revealed what she’d missed at first glance.  For there, lying on the floor, two massive paws extended, was the spawn of Satan.  It couldn’t be a dog, as she had seen these before.  Small meek little things, carried around by their owners, usually with little bonnets on their heads.  This thing was massive.  It was difficult to judge with it sitting on the floor, growling at her, but she guessed it must weigh almost three hundred pounds.  The beast was about as tall as her, but it was his eyes that guaranteed that he’d escaped from the pits of hell, a sulphur yellow, with two black bottomless holes at the centre.  From his gaping jaw, where the terrifying growl originated, she could see not so much teeth as fangs, obviously designed for tearing into young women and chewing them into bite-sized pieces.
 
   She froze where she stood, a quick glance behind her showed that the door was now out of reach and anyway she would be dead before she could even get it half open.  Therefore, there was no other option but to face the threat, head-on.
 
   “Sit!”
 
   The beast glanced up at her, before looking down at its paws stretched out on the carpet.  It cocked his head sideways, with a puzzled expression on his face.
 
   “Right, of course,” Jessica cleared her throat, embarrassed that she was being put in her place by a canine, or at least a distant relative to one.  “Stay!” she ordered, putting as much authority in her voice as she could muster.
 
   The multi-fanged monster continued to stare at her, before scratching behind its ear with a hind leg.
 
   Jessica tried not to gasp at the size of the claws on display, before taking a hesitant step to one side.  When nothing happened she took another tentative pace forward.  This time when she took another step the hellhound shuffled around until he could observe her progress.  A few more steps and she was alongside the creature, who was still looking at her.  “Uh, well done,” she praised, not sure what else to say, having run out of her repertoire of canine instructions.  Still, she felt that he deserved some sort of reward, you know, for not eating her.  “Well, you can rollover now,” she relented; stunned to observe the beast did exactly that, showing his soft underbelly.  Some instinct, long buried, made her self-consciously reach out and give his soft belly a rub, quickly snatching her hand back, before it was bitten off.
 
   But instead, she was shocked to hear the growling had now changed to something softer, almost a purr of delight.  So she did it again, this time bending down to tickle him on his soft belly.  She was, in turn, rewarded by a long sloppy kiss on her face, from his rough tongue.  “Well, you’re nothing but a big softy, aren't you?” and proceeded to vigorously rub his belly, giggling at the sloppy kisses that she received in return.
 
   It was probably not the most dignified position to be found in, when some time later a loud cough interrupted the two of them.  Looking up in surprise, Jessica observed a far older, kindly looking woman, dressed in a worn ankle length dress, with a white apron.  It was about the last thing that she had expected to see.
 
   “Lucifer, down,” the woman snapped.  “How many times have I told you?  You cannot go around mauling all of our guests.  I’ll be cleaning those clothes for the next month, trying to get all your hairs out of them.”  Astonishingly, the monster immediately withdrew, his head hanging low, as he sulked away.  “I believe the master has a bone for you, left over from last night.  He’s in the breakfast room,” the woman added after a momentarily hesitation, perhaps realising that she’d been too hard on him.  The reaction was instantaneous as the four-legged hound shot off like an arrow fired from a bow.
 
   “Lucifer?” Jessica inquired, trying hard to supress a laugh, remembering the first time that she’d seen him.  Lucifer seemed a very appropriate name, as she had indeed thought of him as coming from the spawn of Satan.
 
   “His Lordship named him as such.  I can’t say that I really approve,” the woman sniffed.  Suddenly her eyes widened as if she had remembered something important, before attempting a very, wobbly, curtsey.  “My apologies, my Lady.  My name is Mary, I’m the housekeeper and cook for his Lordship.”
 
   “Lordship?” Jessica echoed, confused.
 
   “Why yes, Lord Greystone.  Don’t you remember, my dear?  The young master did mention that you’d had a bit of a fall prior to coming here.  Why, you were soaking wet when you arrived.  Luckily I managed to find something appropriate for you to wear, and got you right out of those wet things, before you caught your very death of cold.  You must have been exhausted from all your travels; you never even stirred once, you poor thing.  So I put you straight to bed, although the master insisted that I put you in his bedroom, he hadn’t warned me about any guests, so I hadn’t had a chance to make up the guest room….”
 
   Jessica could only stare open mouthed at the housekeeper, Mary, being unable to get a word in edgeways as she followed behind.  Jessica was most looking forward to meeting his Lordship.
 
   Again.
 
   *****
 
   “I’m delighted that you finally decided to grace us with your presence,” Alex growled looking up from the now cold breakfast.  “After all it’s now practically noon!” he exclaimed looking up, as she took a step into the brightly lit breakfast room.  He could only stare at her.  Why was he constantly being tortured like this?  Forced to look upon her in various stages of undress?  This time she was wearing a satin dressing gown that barely reached her knees, with a tantalising hint of a rose silk negligee peeking out from underneath.
 
   “Mary,” he yelled before his errant housekeeper could make good her escape.  “I thought that I ordered you to find some appropriate sleeping clothes for Lady Jessica?”
 
   “I did as you ordered my Lord.  Fortunately, I managed to find something in one of the chests, leftover from his previous Lordship.  I thought it most appropriate for the Lady and luckily the fit was just about right.  I’ll find her some more clothes later, while we wait for her own luggage to arrive.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, my Lord, I have some fresh bread in the oven and I’ll serve it shortly.  Certainly the Lady could do with some.  My goodness, don't they serve food where you come from?” with that she hurriedly disappeared through the doors towards the kitchen.
 
   From Alex’s perspective, it seemed as if she was fleeing before he could continue the inquisition.  Sighing, he turned back to Jessica, swallowing hard, trying not to let his gaze linger.  Privately he was in complete agreement with Mary.  The clothes fitted perfectly.  Moulding themselves to her body, accentuating every curve.  They would be perfect, perhaps for their wedding night?  He could just imagine peeling them off her and had to swallow, as his mouth suddenly felt dry.
 
   No way could he sit across a breakfast table with her dressed like that.  Her eyes still sleepy, hair sticking out in all directions.  He had brought her here to protect her and, at this rate, she was in far more danger from him, than anybody else.
 
   “Please excuse Mary,” he apologised.  “It’s not her fault.  She didn’t have any advanced warning of your arrival and I—she, wanted to get you out of your wet clothes.  Have something to eat, as you must be famished.  I’m sure it’s not what you’re used to, but we don’t have much here.  There’s water to drink, or you are welcome to some wine?”  He motioned towards the two dust-covered bottles, wincing.  The last thing he wanted was for her to think he was trying to get her intoxicated.  Pushing her gently into one of the vacant seats, he retook his seat on the other side of the table, looking at her with a worried expression, as she still hadn’t said a word.
 
   “You shot me.”
 
   “Yes,” Alex acknowledged, as first words went, this was not a promising start.  “I would hasten to add that it was your idea.”
 
   “I still can’t believe that you actually did it, and with a fusion pistol too.  But why am I still alive?” she frowned.  “I should be dead.”
 
   “I can quite reassure you, you’ll be perfectly fine, or at least nothing that a good meal won’t cure.  You’re far too thin,” he added disapprovingly, neatly side-stepping the question of what exactly he’d done, and how.
 
   Jessica’s eyes narrowed at the hint of criticism, but let the comment pass for now. “So what happens now?  Mary seems to be under the misconception that I’m here as your guest.  I’m nothing of the sort.  As I clearly remember refusing to go anywhere with you.  That makes you a kidnapper and me your captive.  Besides, my father and betrothed will be looking for me.  Neither will rest until they find me and when they do…” she trailed off, with a self-satisfied grin.
 
   “Betrothed?” Alex asked curiously, with a raised eyebrow.  He had studied the detailed dossier on this woman carefully and absolutely nowhere did it mention a husband-to-be.  Perhaps this was a recent development?
 
   “Yes, my betrothed,” Jessica smirked.  “You might have heard of him before, High-Lord Stanton?”
 
   Alex’s hand froze as he reached out for some bread, for a moment he thought that he must have misheard, his mind playing tricks on him.  But, thinking back carefully, she did indeed mention Stanton.  His next thought was that this was just some cunning ploy on her behalf, to try and rattle him, but how?  There was no possible way that she could ever know their history, or mutual loathing.
 
   Mistaking his sudden hesitation as a sign of apprehension, Jessica continued on, confidently.  “He’s extremely powerful you know and very quick to anger.  He will take my kidnapping personally and nothing is beyond his power, or reach.  He will find you, hunt you down and when he does…” again she trailed off, leaving the unspoken threat lingering, menacingly, in the air.
 
   Alex meanwhile couldn’t take his eyes off her, suddenly seeing her in a completely different light.  Stanton’s fiancée was sitting in his very room, just across the table from him, having been dropped into his lap, like a gift from the Gods.  Perhaps this was in recognition for everything that had gone wrong in his life, up until now, a reward for every time that he’d been wronged, or unjustly punished.  He couldn’t help himself, but lean back in his chair and laugh.
 
   How glorious was divine retribution?
 
   He had imagined the very many ways that he could take his revenge on Stanton.  For every one of those days that he’d been caged, alone in the pitch-darkness, he’d imagined a different way.  Yet, never in his wildest dreams had he thought that it would take the form of a raven haired, blue-eyed beauty, sitting across from him.  He would take great delight in tearing off her alluring lingerie, as he plundered her mouth—
 
   But as soon as the idea came to him, he dismissed it, along with his laughter, still ringing with the hint of madness.  Yes, he deserved justice, if not vengeance for what Stanton had done to him and those he had loved, but not at any price.  Certainly not at the price of some innocent girl, who had no way to defend herself.  He would be no better than Stanton himself.  Taking something that didn’t belong to him, using it, and then simply discarding it.  
 
   Suddenly he didn’t want to be here, sitting across the table, making small talk with this woman that belonged to him.  So standing up, he turned his back on her, instead looking out of the floor-to-ceiling windows that took up one side of the brightly lit breakfast room.  Looking out across the overgrown lawns, the weeds and flowers fighting for dominance, the once immaculate lawns, now all but gone.
 
   It was a sad reminder, which perfectly reflected his own decline.
 
   “I look forward to High-Lord Stanton’s arrival, we can renew old acquaintances,” Alex uttered between clenched teeth, his hand resting on his fusion pistol.  Yes, he would look forward to seeing Stanton again.  He would send him straight back to hell, where he’d obviously been spawned.
 
   “You know, High-Lord Stanton?” Jessica asked, for the first time since she walked into the room, a note of pleading in her voice.  “What type of man is he?  The betrothal agreement was signed by our parents, over fifty years ago.  My older brother was meant to marry, but after his death…well, it fell upon me.  I’ve only met him once, a few years ago, when the agreement was renewed.  Please, if you know of him, tell me?”
 
   Alex had to close his eyes, and his heart, to the pleading in her voice.  What could he tell her?  That Stanton was a coward, and a monster?  A man that took great delight in using his power to obtain whatever he wanted and likewise destroy anything, and anybody, who stood in his way.  As for his regard to women?  Alex could still clearly remember that dark night, Stanton’s hands around Becca’s throat, squeezing, but more than that the look in his eyes, the pleasure that he got from the pain that he was inflicting…
 
   “I don’t know him that well,” he choked, the lie stuck in his throat.  He wanted as little to do with the vile man as possible.  “You’ll have to talk to your father, I’m certain High-Lord Hadley knows him better than I.”  Or possibly not, Alex mused, for if Hadley did indeed know Stanton, he wouldn’t let his daughter anywhere near the bastard.
 
   “Well, I can hardly ask him now, what with you holding me here, against my will, as a prisoner in your own home, now can I?”
 
   “You’re not a prisoner,” Alex replied unthinkingly.  “While you remain here, you’ll be treated as an honoured guest—under my personal protection.”
 
   “I’ve already declined that invitation, several times in fact.  Hence as an honoured guest, there is nothing to stop me leaving then.  Good day, my Lord.”  With those parting words, Jessica abruptly stood and, without even a backwards glance, strode from the room.
 
   She was therefore denied the opportunity of watching Alex bang his head, repeatedly, against the wall, from his choice of words.
 
   “Don’t look at me like that.”  Alex pointed his finger at Lucifer, who had looked up from his bone, watching as Jessica had made her dramatic exit, before giving his master a reproachful glare.  It was that look that Alex was rebuking.  “Anyway, it’s hardly as if she’s going to get far.  The city is over ten kilometres distant.  I doubt that she’s ever had to walk more than a few hundred metres in her life, she’s hardly dressed for a journey.”  That thought brought him up short, as he suddenly remembered how she had looked arriving at breakfast, with the sleep tousled expression and that wrap that barely covered her at all.  Suddenly he was incensed at the thought of anybody else seeing her like that.  Striding from the room to bring her back, or at least find her some clothes, he was suddenly running out of the room when he heard her shrill scream.
 
   A cry full of fear and terror.
 
   *****
 
   He was at her side less than a minute later, as she’d hardly gotten far.  Only a couple of metres beyond the main door in fact.  He found her curled up in a foetal ball on the ground, trembling like a leaf.  His first instinct was that she’d hurt herself, or had somehow been hurt.  However, a quick check for any injuries soon dispelled that notion, but something must have terrified her beyond reason, as she didn’t react in any form or manner to his hands running along the length of her body, touching her all over.  If anything, she only seemed to retreat further inside herself, curling more tightly into a ball.
 
   Alex looked up in frustration, trying to understand what could have frightened her so.  This woman who, when faced with a knife wielding stranger late at night in her own bedroom, reacted with fury and not the slightest sense of trepidation.  But everything was still and calm, with no hint of any visible danger.  The sun was well into the sky, as she had slept late, her nervous system still recovering from the effects of the low-intensity fusion beam that had hit her.  The sun was far smaller than on Osiris, as Arcturus was further away from its star, yet he couldn’t believe that would have terrified her so.  In fact, the only reason that Arcturus was habitable, was from the massive geothermal energy produced from its core.  For Arcturus wasn’t a planet at all, but instead a massive moon orbiting a gas giant.  It was one of twelve moons, but the rest were far smaller; The resulting lower gravity didn’t allow for any water to be present and therefore the others were all barren, desolate, moons.  Looking up he could make out the massive shape of the gas giant hanging low in the sky; so large it took up most of the skyline, a colossal orb hanging there, seemingly ready to fall at any moment, and crush—
 
   Suddenly he knew exactly what had frightened her so badly, for he had a similar reaction when he had first visited Arcturus.  His reaction had not been so intense, more an instinctive urge to flinch away every time he’d caught sight of the gas giant.  Now that he knew the root cause of her fear, at least he could try and help.
 
   “Jessica, it’s me Alex,” at this he laughed remembering that they still had not been formally introduced.  Wondering what it was about their relationship that meant they always seemed to fight instead.  Filing that strange thought, to be examined more closely at another time, he turned his focus back on her, running his hand softly against her back, in what he hoped was a reassuring gesture, before continuing on.  “Keep your eyes closed and listen to my voice, feel my touch.  You’re safe here; there is nothing to harm you.  Feel the warm sun on your skin, the air filling your lungs, taste it as you breathe in, and out.  You’re perfectly safe here, there is nothing to hurt you.”  He kept repeating these same platitudes until thankfully, after a few minutes, he felt her start to relax.  Taking a seat on the grass next to her he continued to reassure her, pulling her into his arms and holding her as if she were a delicate figurine.  When he noticed her eyelids start to flutter open for the first time, he touched her chin, angling her head down and closer, until they were face to face. If he so wished, he could lean forward ever so slightly to touch her lips but, instead, just waited patiently for her to open her eyes, looking directly into his.
 
   “No,” he scolded gently when he observed her eyes drift upwards towards the sky.  “Look at me and listen.”  He then proceeded to recite to her the full history of Arcturus and the surrounding System but, at all times, taking care to never mention any actual names.  At some point in the future she would return to her family and he didn’t want her father’s battle fleets descending upon his home.  Without thinking, as he proceeded to describe the planetary layout, he leaned back onto the grass until she was looking down at him, her eyes far from the enormous giant looming above them.
 
   As the story finally drew to a close, silence engulfed them and Alex offered to take her back inside but not for the first time, she surprised him, by shaking her head.  “I want to see it,” she insisted.
 
   “Then do so slowly, take your time, allow yourself to adjust to the size of it,” Alex whispered hoarsely.  Jessica meanwhile tipped her head backwards and at her sudden indrawn breath, he clasped her hand tightly, anchoring her to him.
 
   “It's beautiful,” she whispered in awe.
 
   Lying in the long grass, with her close to him, staring up with such childish delight on her face at the vista above, Alex couldn’t agree more.  It was the most beautiful sight that he’d ever seen and made no move to interrupt it.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   You don’t realise how much you take for granted, until you’re deprived of it.  Light, touch, taste, smell—even simple conversation.  Beauty is all around us, yet we’re blind to it.
 
   I now live in a state of constant, total, amazement.
 
   —From the journal of Lord Alexander Greystone
 
    
 
   “A cloaking device,” Alex replied looking at Professor Alcubierre sceptically.  “That is what you are working on?”  The two of them had fallen into a comfortable routine, meeting up for an early dinner, followed by a couple of glasses of whiskey, whilst talking late into the night.
 
   It had been several months since their first meeting, when the Professor or, Henry, as he insisted on being called, had finally confided in the purpose of his work.
 
   “You almost sound disappointed,” Henry noticed with a grin.
 
   “Maybe a little,” Alex confessed.  “Your inventions are astonishing; the quantum entanglement scanner, orbital ion defence satellites, fusion pistols, I just expected something a little more…”
 
   Henry laughed, leaning back in his chair, taking a sip from the cut glass tumbler, obviously savouring the fine malt whiskey, before eying the younger man across the table.  “But it’s not just any cloaking device,” he added enigmatically.
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Metamaterials, optical camouflage, Retro-Reflective projection, they’ve all been tried before and they’re good, but not perfect.  The people who built those were clever, but limited, constrained by their own imagination.  Never cage your imagination my boy, let it run wild and soar freely, for if you can imagine something, then you’re already halfway there.  I envisaged the perfect cloak; totally undetectable, able to go anywhere, do anything and yet remain completely invisible across all the spectrums.  Think beyond what has gone before, forget metamaterials or active camouflage, instead consider quantum physics, string theory, and multiple dimensional trans-location, let your imagination take flight.”
 
   “Then why are we still sitting here?  Why haven’t you taken the final step and finished it?” Alex asked puzzled.
 
   Suddenly Henry leaned forward across the table, with a strange expression on his face, the likes of which Alex had never seen before.  “Because I have one final problem to grapple with, one that I cannot seem to overcome.”
 
   “What problem?”
 
   Henry eyed him warily for a moment and instead replied with a question of his own.  “What if I built such a device?  Something to render a ship, a dozen, hundreds, completely and totally invisible.  What would be the consequences?”
 
   Alex fell silent, glancing into his glass, his thoughts blending together, merging just like the colours in his glass, thinking back to a time when such questions held real meaning.  “First strikes without any forewarning?  No time to organise any sort of defence or counter-attack? You would have to be constantly on guard, always at a high state of readiness, massive entrenched defences, thousands bearing arms, hundreds of thousands constantly ready for such a surprise attack.  A massive increase in defence spending, expansion of all arms of the military, a powder keg just waiting for a spark…”
 
   Henry Alcubierre nodded approvingly, like a proud father whose son had just answered the question perfectly.
 
   Alex’s expression meanwhile had turned to dismay as he thought through the consequences.  “Even worse would be if only one of the High-Lords obtained such a device; for the rest would never accept it.  The risk would be unimaginable.  I would have insisted on a pre-emptive strike.  Destroy it, before it could be used to destroy you…” He trailed off, blinking.  “That’s if it was my decision, which it isn’t,” he insisted.
 
   “I agree,” Henry nodded strenuously.  “Such a device in the wrong hands could be a weapon of unimaginable destructive power, but if I can think of it, then so could another.  Better that we have it, in our possession, where it could be used for good, rather than it getting into the wrong hands.  Take High-Lord Lee Hyun-Woo for example…”
 
   “Then you need to ensure that no more can be built, not ever.  That it remains forever unique, the only one in existence.”
 
   Professor Henry Alcubierre, possibly the greatest mind of his generation, peered into his glass before finishing it in a single mouthful, deep in contemplation.
 
   Alex came awake with a jolt.
 
   It had been a long time, many years in fact, since he’d had that particular dream.  He wondered why it had suddenly resurfaced now.  Yet ever since Osiris nothing seemed to be the same, his new life, and old, seemingly on an unavoidable collision course.  With sleep now the furthest thing from his mind, and the glowing embers of the fire indicating that dawn couldn’t be far off, it was time to get up and start his usual morning routine.
 
   Remembering that the most recent addition to the household was still asleep, only a few rooms distant, Alex wryly decided that the possibility of his usual morning schedule seemed most unlikely.
 
   *****
 
   Jessica was still awake, her legs drawn up to her chest, her gaze riveted on the door to her bedroom and, more specifically, the handle.
 
   She’d never been so alone, or uncertain, in her life before.
 
   After overcoming her foolish fears of the gas giant, she had returned to breakfast, where she had eaten lavishly as she had indeed been famished.  She had even agreed to try a glass of the wine, pretending ignorance over its origins, even though she had been able to read the label, having benefited from a classical education, she had been taught several of the classical languages.
 
   Lord Greystone—Alex, as he’d insisted on being called after they had finally been introduced, was still a complete enigma to her, a mass of contradictions.  The house was huge, thirty-eight rooms, easily rivalling her father’s, based on the tour that Alex had given.  Still it seemed tired, worn out, with dust covering many rooms, others simply abandoned.  On the other hand, the wealth that he effortlessly displayed was beyond her imagination. Two bottles of wine, at least four hundred years old each and he’d opened both, to allow her to taste and discover which one she preferred.  He carried a fusion pistol, of which only a few existed, the last one of which had sold for over five hundred million credits.  From the gas giant, to the habitable moon, of which her own Pegasus System had neither, so knew she must have travelled by faster-than-light.  Alex had hinted that they had travelled here aboard his personal ship.  A faster-than-light capable ship, which only he used—only a few of the most powerful High-Lords could afford such extravagance.  Even her father used his massive flagship for travel, unable to afford such a ship solely for personal use.
 
   But where were all the servants?  The maids, cooks and footmen that always travelled with such an important person.  Here there were none, well except for Mary, who had prepared all their marvellous meals.  Even the food was unusual.  Many different fruits, breads, cakes and sometimes fish, but no meat.  Perhaps he didn’t eat it, or had some sort of aversion towards meat?
 
   She had finally concluded he must be one of those eccentric Lords, who used their wealth and power to spurn other people and society in general, instead preferring to hide away from all.  For the lack of other people didn’t seem to bother him in the least.  Although it unnerved her badly, having spent her whole life constantly surrounded by others, a small army of people at her beck-and-call, whilst being protected at all times.
 
   It was because of this that she was still awake, fixated on the door.  As apart from Alex the house was completely empty, Mary having retired to her own home soon after serving dinner.  Thinking of dinner made her laugh, astonished at the sight of Alex clearing away the empty dishes and then informing her that he would wash up!  As his guest, he had politely offered her the use of his library, while he cleaned up.  Instead she’d just wordlessly followed him and watched. Before she even realised what she was doing, she found herself taking the clean, but still wet dishes for him, drying them and stacking them neatly away.  After that they had spent a comfortable evening together in his library, as she perused his books, overcome with delight.  Never in her whole life had she ever seen such a collection, many first editions that could only have come from Earth.  Many of these Jessica thought had been lost forever and realised, much to her embarrassment, that she had a small mountain of them set aside by the time she had finished.
 
   Still, she had achieved one noticeable success that evening.  For she had managed to obtain a promise from him that she was indeed a guest, not a prisoner and if she was still intent on leaving then he wouldn’t stop her.  Instead, offering to escort her to the main settlement on the planet, where there was the one and only spaceport.  If she could arrange transport for herself home, then he would not impede her.  The fact that he found the entire idea highly amusing and hadn’t been able to stop smirking all evening, made her highly suspicious.  For she was sure there was something that she was missing and this was going to be made abundantly clear to her today, that set her on edge.  As if he had planned it that very way, his small, childish way, of exacting his revenge upon her.
 
   It was only after she retired to her room, a guest bedroom that Mary had made up, that nerves had slowly crept up upon her and why she was still awake several hours later.  There were no locks on any of the doors.  What if Alex or someone else entered while she was asleep?  There was nobody to call for help this time.  She even lacked her own fusion pistol and found its loss terrifying, like a missing appendage.
 
   Far worse was that a part of her desperately wished that he would come.  The idea that he might somehow enter during the night, looking at her with the same yearning that she had first observed when she had woken in her own bed.  To touch her again, like he did the first time, to hold her as he had in the garden underneath that gas giant, to kiss her. She shook her head banishing such absurd thoughts.
 
   The sound of footsteps outside her door caused her heart to leap into her throat.  Anticipation tingling across her body, like a static charge.  Her heart only restarted when, after a momentary pause, the footsteps continued onwards, further down the corridor.  She was out of bed, hurriedly tying her robe around herself, before her thoughts could even catch up with her actions.  Hadn’t she just spent several sleepless hours worrying about this very scenario, and now she was chasing after him?
 
   Hurrying from her room, she was just in time to make out his dark shape disappearing around the corner, heading for the majestic spiral staircase that spanned the entire main reception hall.  However, by the time she had reached the foot of the stairs her quarry had already vanished.  A flickering light, from beneath one of the many doors, which branched off from the main hall drew her attention.  Pushing it open she found herself in what could only be the kitchen.  The source of the light came from a small cooking stove in one corner of the room.  Obviously Mary had already arrived to start breakfast, as neatly laid out on the kitchen table was some kneaded bread dough.  Mary however, was nowhere in sight and Jessica was about to reluctantly retreat back to her bed when she spotted a shadowy figure, staring out of the large windows into the night sky, with its back turned to her.  Approaching, Jessica was dismayed to realise that the shape could only be Mary, as Alex was far taller and broad shouldered.  Still, she was curious, wondering what Mary was looking at as she stared, motionless, out of the window.
 
   “Oh, my Lady, you startled me,” Mary exclaimed, as Jessica stepped forward to stand beside her.  “I didn’t hear you.  I was just—” she trailed off, embarrassed.
 
   “What are you looking at?” Jessica asked curiously, looking in the direction that the older woman had been facing.
 
   “Oh, it’s nothing.  None of my business really and certainly not my place to intrude,” Mary stammered, turning away from the windows.
 
   Yet Jessica had already noticed what first had escaped her.  A man, Alex, she could only surmise, standing in the middle of the garden.  Facing away from the house, immobile.  “What’s he doing?” she blurted out.
 
   “I don’t really know,” Mary admitted.  “But he’s there at this time every morning, standing in exactly the same spot.  He just stands there, staring, sometimes for hours upon end.  I know it’s none of my business, really, but perhaps you could go talk to him?  For he always seems so alone out there.  I do worry about him, when he’s in these moods.”
 
   As Mary had been nothing but kind to her since her unexpected arrival, Jessica quickly agreed, passing through the kitchen door out into the cool night air.  The difference in temperature was easily noticeable, especially from the warm kitchen.  Hurrying to avoid the chill she quickly reached Alex, who hadn’t seemed to notice her arrival.  Waiting, impatiently at his side for him to notice her, stamping her feet to keep warm, she finally couldn’t wait any longer, breaking the still of the morning.
 
   “My Lord—”
 
   “Shush, it’ll be starting soon,” he interrupted her, not once glancing in her direction.
 
   “What’ll be starting soon?” she asked a few minutes later.  “I’m getting cold—” but once again she was stopped, this time by a firm jerk, pulling her closer, towards him.  A moment later she felt his warm jacket being draped across her shoulders as she was pulled into his embrace.  Suddenly she no longer felt cold, but the complete opposite.  Again, about to ask what she was meant to be looking at, she suddenly noticed eddies of grey mist swirling around them, gradually start to lighten.  The shadows continued to recede, until she could make out the dew-covered grass that they were standing on.  Before long she could make out the tree line, with ribbons of colour beginning to shine through them.  As the world around them was slowly revealed, it came to life, with the sounds of songbirds trilling their morning wake-up calls.
 
   Jessica was helpless to watch, over-awed.  She couldn’t ever remember seeing anything so wonderful before and unconsciously leaned into Alex’s embrace, his arms instinctively tightening around her, holding her close.
 
   “Why do you come out here every morning?” Jessica whispered softly, sometime later.  “Mary told me that you do,” she blurted out before he could deny it.
 
   “It’s silly,” he said.
 
   “Tell me.  Please?”
 
   “Well, sometimes I worry that if I’m not here to watch it, then one day it just won’t happen.  That the sun won’t rise and push back against the night, instead all light will just fade away, forever consumed by the darkness.”
 
   Jessica was silent for a long time, mulling over his reply.  “I understand why you come and stand here, but what makes you think that the sun won’t rise.  Why are you so afraid of the dark?”
 
   Alex was quiet for a moment, before explaining hesitantly.  “For a long time I was unable to see any light, always surrounded by darkness.  I promised myself that if I survived, I wouldn’t miss another sunrise, that I would forever savour the feeling of the first rays of the sun touching my skin.  It’s amazing what we take for granted, until it’s taken away from us.”
 
   “I think I know what you mean,” she replied slowly.  “I couldn’t sleep last night, for the first time in my life I knew what it was like to be completely alone.  My entire life I’ve been surrounded by maids, cooks, footmen and servants.  I always had somebody to call upon to help me.  Last night I couldn’t even protect myself.  I’ve had my brother’s pistol everyday with me for almost fifteen years—I suddenly feel helpless without it.”
 
   “You mean from me?” Alex voiced her unspoken fear.  Releasing her, taking a step back.
 
   “From anyone,” Jessica clarified, trying to make him understand.  “I’ve always relied upon others around, to keep me safe, or the knowledge that I could protect myself with my pistol, but now I have neither.”
 
   “You have nothing to fear from me; I’ve never forced—” he looked away sharply, grinding his jaw in barely supressed fury.  “Go back to the house and get dressed,” he snapped.
 
   “You promised me that today we’d go into the city—”
 
   “I haven’t forgotten,” he retorted.  “I made a promise and I plan to keep it, but there is something else that I need to do first.  I won’t have somebody living in fear under my own roof.  Go,” he persisted, “get dressed and then meet me back here.”
 
   *****
 
   Jessica wordlessly followed him along a small path, threading their way between the trees, occasionally she had to reach out and push a low hanging branch out of the way, but otherwise the path seemed well trod.  She had tried to engage him in conversation, trying to make him understand that it wasn’t him that she was particularly frightened of, more the thought of being alone, but aside from a curt, “Follow me,” he had refused to participate in any further conversation.
 
   The path finally ended in a small clearing and assuming they had arrived at his intended destination, she took a step away from him, glancing around curiously.  But the clearing appeared deserted, surrounded on all sides by tall trees.  The path, from which they had arrived, being the only way back, which Alex was now blocking.  It occurred to Jessica that if he indeed planned any harm to her, this isolated spot was ideal.  That fear was magnified a hundred-fold when Alex reached into his jacket pocket and withdrew a compact, but still deadly looking pistol.  She took a sudden step back, as he raised the pistol, but instead of pointing it at her he turned sideways, away from her.
 
   The blast from the shot, echoed around the clearing, a sudden squawking as a group of birds took flight, startled by the gunshot.
 
   “You said that your brother taught you to shoot?” The question took Jessica by surprise, as she had been wondering what he was doing and could only nod in response.  She was therefore totally taken aback when she found the pistol being handed to her and, unthinkingly, she took it from him.
 
   “You need to hold it tightly; unlike a fusion pistol this will have a significant recoil.  The safety is on the side,” he motioned to the small lever.  “Don’t forget to disable it before shooting.”  He demonstrated how to unlock it, before motioning to their side. “Now go ahead and shoot.”
 
   Jessica stared intently at the pistol, concentrating, but nothing happened.
 
   “The trigger, pull the trigger,” Alex sighed out loud.
 
   “Sorry, I’m too used to my own pistol,” she replied embarrassed, before pulling the trigger.  Not surprisingly the first shot went high, as she was unused to the violent recoil.  However, adjusting her grip, the following shots all flew straight and true, until with a click, the gun stopped firing.
 
   “The clip is empty,” Alex explained patiently.  “Each one contains fifteen rounds.  After firing it that many times, you will need to replace the clip.”  He drew a spare clip from his pocket and promptly reloaded the pistol, demonstrating how to do so before returning the pistol to her.  “Keep it with you and you will have nothing to fear.  If somebody tries to harm you, shoot them.”
 
   “And does that rule also apply to you, my Lord?”
 
   “No,” Alex replied unperturbed.  “If it’s me.  Shoot twice.”  He turned round preparing to leave, when the echo of another gunshot whistled around the clearing, but this time the round just missed his head, embedding itself in a tree a few feet away.  “You know,” he stated conversationally. “That is the second time a woman has betrayed me.  I’m starting to believe it’s a character flaw with me, trusting any of you at all.”
 
   “I’m leaving.”
 
   “Yes, you’ve made your desire to depart abundantly clear.  I’ve promised to take you as far as the city, after that you’re on your own.  I keep my promises,” he added in a reproachful tone.
 
   “Then I want you to answer just one of my questions, truthfully.”
 
   “You're the one pointing a gun at me, with my back turned.  I can stretch to one question.”
 
   Jessica chewed on her lip, thinking what question to ask.  She had so many that they seemed to mingle together, becoming a raging maelstrom of conflicting thoughts.  “How long did you go without seeing daylight?” she blurted out, wondering why that one suddenly came to the forefront of her mind.
 
   Even Alex seemed taken aback, turning around to face her quizzically.  He seemed to be mulling the question for a while, perhaps deciding whether to reply honestly, or even to reply at all.  In the end he simply shrugged. “Five years.”
 
   “Five years?” Jessica echoed appalled, the pistol momentarily wavering in her grasp.
 
   “Locked away in a cell, four-foot-by-five, in complete darkness.  I never saw nor heard another person in all that time.  I still hold the record for the longest duration, the one before me only lasted three years, but he doesn’t really count, does he?  He didn’t come out alive.  Instead he cracked open his skull by banging it against a wall.”
 
   “But who, why?” Jessica demanded.
 
   Alex cocked his head to one side, eyeing her knowingly.  “That’s two questions,” he said turning his back on her once again, ignoring the pistol, pointing unwaveringly at him.  “Good shot by the way,” he added over his shoulder.  “You just needed to aim a few more inches to the left.”
 
   With that he walked away, without a care in the world.  After all, compared to being locked away in that cell, death really held very little to fear.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   I have commanded some of the most powerful, and deadly, weapon systems known to mankind—battleships mighty enough to destroy entire Star-Systems.  Yet, I’ve often found that a softly spoken word, into the right ears, can be just as effective.
 
   —From the journal of Lord Alexander Greystone,
 
    
 
   It was the humming that finally pushed Jessica beyond the edge of reason.  She had managed to tolerate the gleeful smiles, twinkling eyes and amused laughs, but the humming was just too much.
 
   “Are we there yet?” she asked in the surliest tone she could muster.
 
   “Nope,” Alex replied in a barely restrained laugh.  “We’re not even halfway there yet.”
 
   “But we’ve been walking for hours.”
 
   “Not quite, but it certainly feels like it,” Alex agreed cheerfully.  “On the bright side Mary packed us a picnic, and I know a perfect spot just ahead.  We can stop, rest and have something to eat.”
 
   “Great, I’m famished.”
 
   “You’re always hungry.  It must be Mary’s cooking,” Alex laughed.
 
   Secretly Jessica was inclined to agree with him.  She had hardly been able to stomach any food recently, the thought of her fast approaching nuptials leaving her stomach churning with fear.  But since arriving here, those fears seem to have dissipated and she felt constantly ravenous.  Here, now, walking in the bright sunshine to the sound of the gentle trickle of the stream they were following, the marriage seemed as distant as ever.
 
   Dropping to the soft grass, she gratefully accepted a bottle of water from Alex, drinking in the sight, sounds and smells around her, while enjoying the refreshingly cool water.  It was a hot day and she was already sweaty and dusty, therefore with the water finished she started to eye the cool, clear, flowing stream eagerly.  Wetting a corner of the ankle length dress that Mary had managed to find her, she wiped away the dust from her face and throat.  The cold water felt invigorating against her heated skin.  Having cooled off somewhat, the aching in her feet became more and more pronounced.  Unable to find any walking boots in her size, they had to settle on a slightly larger pair, with several layers of thick socks.  Eyeing the water, with the thought of that cool stream caressing her battered feet, she hurriedly unlaced the first boot, peeling off pair after pair of socks.  Finally, with them all removed, she lowered her foot into the stream, reclining on the grass in bliss and the feeling was even better than she thought.  A furious cry from above had her opening one eye lazily.
 
   “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Alex roared, red faced.
 
   “Washing my feet.  What does it look like I’m doing?” she raised a toe above the waterline; little eddies of water swirling around it.  “It feels divine; you really should give it a try.  You look far too over-heated.”  She let her eyes close once again with a heavenly sigh.
 
   “And how, may I ask, do you plan on getting the boot, back on?” he snapped angrily.
 
   At those words Jessica’s eyes snapped open, glancing at her foot, which had swollen to twice its original size.
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “And before you ask, I’m not carrying you.”
 
   *****
 
   It was mid-afternoon by the time that the pair eventually managed to reach the outskirts of the ‘city.’  One glance at it pretty much dispelled that description, for it was nothing more than a moderately sized town.  It was certainly not what Jessica had been expecting, having been born and lived most of her life on Osiris where the capital had several million people, with skylines stretching into the skies and beyond.  Here few buildings were much above two stories; with the exception of one large square building that reached a few hundred metres in height, it dwarfed the surrounding structures.
 
   “The moon’s only fusion reactor and the source of all our energy,” Alex explained as they followed the winding path towards the edge of the town.  For the first time Jessica could make out people going about their business, aside from Alex and Mary, the first that she had seen.  But what took her most by surprise, was the lack of any sort of vehicles, either ground based or the anti-gravity variety that were common on Osiris.
 
   “Nobody here can afford them or the spare parts necessary to maintain them,” Alex replied, when she voiced the question out loud.
 
   “But how do you go about transporting things?  Goods for trade, building supplies for construction, food?”
 
   “What cannot be carried by hand, we use carts.”  Alex pointed in the direction of a wooden cart that was being pulled by a sturdy four-legged creature.  “The animals are a distant relative to wild mustangs that are now extinct on Earth.  They were genetically bred once it was discovered that they thrived here, in the higher oxygen environment.  As for the wood, it’s cheap and plentiful, as forest covers over half of the moon’s landmass.”
 
   “But I don’t understand,” she looked around confused, seeing little sign of the sort of prevalent technology that was found in every aspect of life on Osiris.  “Technology exists for all of this, to make life easier.”
 
   “Maybe, on Osiris,” Alex snorted.  “But that is the capital of High-Lord Hadley’s domain.  It’s a centre of commerce, industry and finance in the Imperium.  We’re far removed from the Imperium here, in fact on the very outskirts of it.  We have little commerce and absolutely no financial centres.  Our primary industry is agriculture, as there are precious few raw materials.  Unemployment is over fifty percent, with more people out of work than in.  In fact, most of the day-to-day commerce works on an informal barter system.”
 
   “And you live here, like this?  It’s practically barbaric.”
 
   “By and large people here are happy.  We have very little, so are mostly ignored by the rest of the Imperium, and especially the High-Lords.  There are far worse ways to live,” Alex gently rebuked, subtly reminding her of where he had spent five years of his life.
 
   So engrossed in her surroundings and thinking of her short time here, she almost completely missed his next words.
 
   “As agreed, I’ve fulfilled my promise and delivered you to the city.  From this point onwards you are on your own.  I wish you the very best of luck.”
 
   The last was added with a patronising smile, laced with such insincerity that it once again set her teeth on edge.  “You’re not going to take me to the spaceport?” she asked, surprised.
 
   “Sadly that wasn’t part of our agreement, but I’m sure you’ll be able to easily ask for directions.”  With that he offered a sweeping bow, before motioning her on.
 
   “Well, thanks,” she muttered taking a hesitant step forward.  “You're not going to hurt anyone, are you?” she added, pointing to the fusion pistol at his side.
 
   “No, I’m not one for taking pot shots at people when they’ve got their backs turned,” Alex laughed.
 
   Red faced with embarrassment and no longer in the mood for any more of his verbal barbs, she straightened her back, marching in the direction of the nearest couple, an elderly woman with two small children in tow.  Surely this person would know the direction to the nearest spaceport and perhaps advise how she could find a berth on the first starship to Osiris?
 
   “Pardon me,” Jessica called out, hurriedly approaching them.  “I wonder if you can help me?” she asked impatiently, when the woman stopped, staring at her quizzically.  “Could you please point me in the direction of the spaceport and perhaps advise who I could best speak to about booking a passage to Osiris.”
 
   “Osiris?” the woman asked in a confused voice, looking first at Jessica then the children, with a bewildered expression.  “I’ve never ‘eard of no Osiris.”
 
   “The planet Osiris,” Jessica clarified.  “It’s in the Pegasus star system.”
 
   “Never ‘eard of it.  What do you want to go ‘ere for?”
 
   “I live there, with my father, High-Lord Hadley.  Perhaps you’ve heard of him?” Jessica asked hopefully.  In hindsight perhaps it wasn’t the best thing to say, as the poor woman’s eyes seemed to bulge out of her head and she took a cautionary step backwards, taking a firm hold of both children.
 
   “High-Lord ‘adley?  ‘Ya father?” she asked suspiciously.
 
   Jessica sighed loudly, immediately regretting having mentioned it, now having little choice but to forge on ahead.  “Yes, my name is Lady Jessica Hadley.  Lord Hadley is my father, so you see I really need to get home, if you can just point me in the direction of the Spaceport—”
 
   “Lord Greystone,” the woman interrupted Jessica, clearly relieved.  “This ‘ere woman says—”
 
   “Hello Lilly, hello boys,” Alex interrupted cheerfully.  “I seem to be missing some apples from one of my orchards.  Neither of you would happen to know anything about that, would you?”
 
   While both boys shook their heads furiously, the guilty expression on their faces seemed to indicate otherwise.
 
   “I didn’t think so,” Alex sighed theatrically, shaking his head.  “Well, perhaps you two could do me a little favour instead?”  With this he knelt down closer to the two, whispering something to both of them, before pressing a small coin into each of their hands.
 
   The two boys flashed Jessica toothy grins before scurrying off, leaving Lilly shaking her head in despair.  “You shouldn’t go encouraging ‘em, my Lord.”
 
   “Oh boys will be boys.  I remember what it was like when I was their age.  Anyway, where was I?  Oh yes, I see that you’ve already met my cousin.  She’s staying with us for a while.  Poor girl thinks she’s Lord Hadley’s daughter.  If you ask me a little bit too much in-breeding in that branch of the family, if you know what I mean?” Alex bestowed upon Lilly a smile that put Arcturus’ star to shame.
 
   “Well, I see, my Lord,” Lilly looked a little dazed, before giving Jessica one final, nervous glance.  “I had better get going.  I should find the children before they terrorise somebody else.  My Lord, Lady,” she gave a brief curtsey before hurrying away.
 
   “What the hell did you do that for?” Jessica exploded as soon as she was out of earshot.
 
   “Saving your reputation, along with your family’s,” Alex said cynically.  “Can you tell me the way to Planet Osiris?  Daddy, High-Lord Hadley, is probably wondering why I’m late for dinner?  Trust me,” he nodded firmly.  “Pleading insanity was definitely the best recourse.”
 
   “Very well,” Jessica conceded with narrowed eyes.  “Perhaps my first approach wasn’t too subtle.  I’ll be more sensitive next time.”
 
   “Good luck with that,” Alex said with a patronising smile.  “I’ll wait around for a little while longer, just in case you need me to plead insanity on your behalf, again.”  With that he chuckled, wandering away.
 
   What followed next was perhaps the most humiliating experience of Jessica’s thirty-odd years.  For all it took were a few, innocent, enquiries about the spaceport, shipping schedules or arranging transport and people were looking at her strangely, hurriedly making excuses, then fleeing.  Those were the politer conversations and it only went downhill from there.  For after that, simply at her approach, people turned away and some practically ran.  Doors were slammed in her face and closed signs hurriedly raised.  Within the space of half an hour she had become a social pariah, a leper.
 
   She could not understand it, not until she spied the two young boys, both now holding ice creams larger than them, giving her a friendly wave, before quickly scampering away.  Then she had a suspicion, but not even Alex would stoop that low, would he?
 
   Silly question.  Of course he would.
 
   “What did you tell them?” she rounded on Alex, who had been following at a discreet distance.
 
   “Me?” he spread his hands, eyes wide in feigned astonishment.  “I haven’t said a word the entire time.”
 
   “What did you bribe the two of them to say?” she persisted.
 
   “Oh that,” Alex said, as if he only just understood her meaning.  “I told them to spread the word.”
 
   “The word?”
 
   “Well, words,” Alex conceded.  “You know, words, like mad, crazed, lunatic, bedlamite.  It’s possible that they used others,” he hurriedly added, upon noticing her dumbstruck expression.  “While there isn’t much money, we do have an excellent school.  I told them to use their imagination and you know, boys will be boys.”
 
   “You.  Lied,” Jessica ground out, unable to believe what she’d just heard.
 
   Alex looked thoughtful for a moment, before shaking his head.  “No.  I’m fairly sure that we never set any rules beyond me bringing you here.  You coming?” he added looking back towards the edge of town.
 
   “I’m never going anywhere with you.  Ever.  Again.”
 
   “I thought that you might feel that way,” Alex nodded sympathetically.  “But I think you’ll want to meet this person.”
 
   “Not unless it happens to be my father.”
 
   “Sorry, I don’t happen to have him tucked away—”
 
   “Then I’m staying right here.”
 
   “—but I’ve got the very next best thing.  His personal representative here, Arcturus’ very own Head of Law Enforcement, otherwise known as Sheriff Abercrombie.  I thought that you and he might have a lot to talk about,” Alex added with a smirk.
 
   “Well, why didn’t you just say so,” Jessica huffed, marching off in the direction that Alex had pointed, pulling him along close behind.
 
   His laughter drifted along with the late afternoon breeze, while the sun blanketed everything with its golden rays.
 
   *****
 
   “John, are you decent?  I’ve brought a Lady, and when I say that, I mean it in the most literal sense of the word,” Alex drawled, upon stepping into the office.
 
   There was a loud crash, as the boots that had been resting on the table-top went crashing to the floor.  The large white Stetson hat that had been perched precariously on the owner’s head went drifting towards the ground, only to be snatched out of the air at the very last moment, before being clutched, tightly, to a broad chest.
 
   As first impressions went, Jessica mused, it didn’t seem a promising start.  The likelihood of her being rescued, and promptly reunited with her family, seemed to be receding by the minute.
 
   “Lady Hadley, it’s a real pleasure to finally meet ya and all.  I’m Sheriff Abercrombie, but ya welcome to just call me John, everybody else does.”
 
   Jessica shot Alex a suspicious glance, as he hadn’t taken more than one step into the room, seemingly poised to flee at any moment.  At least the sheriff’s introduction answered one question, as to Alex’s peculiar pronunciation upon entering the small office.  For while the sheriff’s accent was subtle, she could just make out the twang in his voice.  It was obvious that Alex also recognised it and teased the older man mercilessly about it.  For the sheriff was indeed much older, with his grey hair slowly turning white at the edges, a beaten and weathered face, together with rough calluses on his outstretched hand, which she pointedly ignored.
 
   Having spent her whole life with people keeping their distance from each other and only touching when absolutely necessary, while always wearing gloves, she was still not comfortable with physical contact.  Something which Alex seemed to be acutely aware of and therefore went out of this way to do, with distressing regularity.
 
   “John, I’ve got some small errands to run.  Would you mind keeping an eye on Lady Jessica while I’m gone?  I’m worried that left to her own devices, she will have the entire populace petrified by the time I’m back.”
 
   “Now you’re abandoning me?” Jessica demanded incredulously.  “I’ve been trying to get rid of you ever since you first brought me here, against my will, I hasten to add.  Again.”
 
   “That’s because you’re a magnet for trouble, seriously it follows you around like bad news.   But what possible trouble could you get into while in the company of such an illustrious person as Sheriff Abercrombie?  Now, don’t go and do anything that I wouldn’t, as I probably don’t have enough money to post bail.  Ya two ‘ave fun now.”  Alex waved before slipping from the room, the door slamming shut behind him, leaving Jessica alone with the sheriff.
 
   “I’m really starting to hate that man,” Jessica grumbled out loud, to nobody in particular.
 
   “He’s certainly in a peculiar mood, I swear that before today I’ve never even seen him smile.  Then again I really know very little about him, unlike you Lady Hadley, whom I have recently heard a lot about.”
 
   “You shouldn’t believe everything that you hear, sheriff,” Jessica commented dryly, resigning herself to an extended stay, at least until Alex returned, or she managed to convince the sheriff that she wasn’t completely mad.  Not an easy thing to do, considering all the wild rumours Alex had been circulating around the town.
 
   “You’ll have to correct me as to which parts I get wrong then,” Abercrombie shrugged.  “You are Lady Jessica Hadley, eldest daughter of High-Lord Hadley, missing for the past three days, reportedly kidnapped from Osiris by one or more unidentified assailants.  I’ve even got a priority flash-alert,” Abercrombie smiled, reaching into his desk draw.  “Although the picture hardly does you justice.  There is a large reward, however, offered for your safe return, from your father and an even larger reward offered for the heads of your kidnappers—the rest of the bodies not required.  That was offered by your fiancé, High-Lord Stanton, I can only presume?”
 
   Jessica took the recorder offered and could only stare back into her own likeness in astonishment.  The sheriff was correct, it wasn’t a flattering picture, but it was unmistakably her.  “You already knew who I was,” she said accusingly.
 
   “Before you even walked through the door,” Abercrombie agreed.  “It was fortunate that Mary happened to be passing by and recognised your picture.  I hurriedly removed it before anybody else had a chance to look at it.  Now that would have caused some serious complications,” he grimaced.
 
   “Sheriff Abercrombie—”
 
   “John.”
 
   “Sheriff, now that you know the truth, I insist that you inform my father, at once, as to my present whereabouts.”
 
   “That’s certainly one…possibility,” John conceded.  “A very promising one, I hasten to add, but it does have its downsides.”
 
   “Downsides?” Jessica repeated incredulously.  “You’re the sheriff, you’re meant to look dimly upon such nefarious activities.  Furthermore, you’re meant to do everything in your power to ensure that such captives are rescued, post-haste, and returned to their obviously concerned families.”
 
   “Downsides,” John insisted firmly.  “That involves me answering many questions as to just how you came to be here.  Questions that are likely to result in Alex being thrown into leg-shackles, at best, possibly turned over to High-Lord Stanton, at worst.  If I refuse to answer such questions it’s likely to have a very negative impact on my career, health and most likely life, in that short order.  Finally, I should point out that as a victim of a violent kidnapping you seem to be in remarkably good health and have an excessively large degree of freedom, considering you’re discussing your most recent captivity with the local Law Enforcement Department.  From my perspective I would even go as far as to question your very kidnapping, as it all seems very…cosy.”
 
   “Now listen here, sheriff,” Jessica snarled, leaning across the short divide of the table, catching him by the lapels of his uniform.  “I need rescuing.  Right now.  If you don’t, then I’m certainly going to jail, charged with first-degree murder of Lord Greystone.  Tempting as that might be, I don’t understand why you’re so willing to protect him.”
 
   “Life here isn’t easy and nobody gives a damn about us, except Alex.  He allows at least a dozen tenants to live on his property, at no cost, saving them from starvation.  He funds the only school we have, which educates over thirty children.  He stocks our only hospital, with whatever medicines and antibiotics he can find; do you need me to go on?  In short, he fulfils the role that your father should be doing.”
 
   “So to compensate that gives him the right to go ahead and kidnap me?  I think you’re a bit behind the times sheriff, as offering up your firstborn daughter, as a reward for services rendered, went out with the Dark Ages.”
 
   “Of course not,” John snorted indignantly.
 
   “Then contact my father and tell him where I am.”
 
   “If I do that, I’m handing Alex right into the hands of High-Lord Stanton, I cannot do that.  I will not do that.”
 
   “That’s not your decision to make.”
 
   “Even this far out, on the very edge of the Imperium, I’ve heard the rumours that Greystone and Stanton have—history.”
 
   “That's impossible,” Jessica blurted out, but as soon as she uttered the words it made her wonder.  Certainly Alex had alluded to some prior knowledge about her fiancé, but had refused to divulge anything more, no matter how much she pressed him.  But still it was ludicrous; Alex was lord over some distant backwater planet, while her betrothed was High-Lord of one of the most powerful families in the Imperium. “Then we’re back where we started, at an impasse,” Jessica sighed.
 
   “Perhaps, perhaps not.  I’ll talk to Alex and give him an ultimatum.  One month.  If he hasn’t contacted your father by then, and if you still wish me to do so, I’ll contact him myself.  You have my word.”
 
   Jessica stared at him speechless, his words ringing through her head, if you still wish me to do so, and why wouldn’t she?  Still she had felt the seductive pull of this place, just that very morning, how had Alex described it?  People are happy here; we’re a long way from the Imperium—and the High-Lords.  Obviously Alex had come here to escape from something, or someone, and hadn’t she done likewise?  Glad to be finally free of her impending nuptials.
 
   “Deal,” Jessica exclaimed suddenly, surprising herself, just as much as the sheriff.
 
   John looked momentarily shocked, then relieved, obviously worried at what might have happened had she refused his offer.  Taking her hand, he shook it firmly and she was surprised at the warmth of the touch, realising that it felt good to have at least one friend here.  Alex, friend or enemy, she couldn’t work out which, but it looked like she now had four weeks to find out.  Her musings were interrupted by the sound of the door being swung open so hard, that its very hinges shook.
 
   “By the High-Lords,” John yelled.  “How many times have I told you to knock?”
 
   “Sorry sheriff,” the young man replied breathlessly.  “We’ve got trouble.  At the bank.  Somebody is holding it up and they’ve taken hostages.”
 
   “Where’s Richards?”
 
   “Not in today, it’s his day off.”
 
   John simply cursed, grabbing his hat from the desk, sweeping it back onto his head.  He was almost out the door, before remembering that he still had company.  “Where is Lord Greystone?” he demanded.
 
   “That’s the other piece of bad news, sheriff.  Lord Greystone is already there.  I passed him on the way and upon hearing the news, he simply strolled into the bank as if making a withdrawal, cool as ice he was.”
 
   “That’s the last thing we need.  It’ll be a massacre,” John cursed a blue streak, before turning back to Jessica.  “Well, aren't you coming?”
 
   “That depends,” Jessica replied thoughtfully.  “If Lord Greystone gets himself killed, does that mean I get to go home early?”
 
   “No.”
 
   *****
 
   “By the High-Lords, what do you think you’re doing?” Alex demanded, astonished, as Jessica strolled into the bank, alone.
 
   “And who the hell are you?” a stranger screamed out from across the room.  “This is like a goddam cattle market, people just wandering in left, right and centre.”
 
   “Lady Jessica Hadley, eldest daughter of High-Lord Hadley.  I came to pass on a message that if you boys agree to lay down your weapons, you won’t be harmed.”
 
   “What is it about this place?  Do they breed Lords and Ladies here?  First this one,” the man swung his pistol around to point at Alex.  “Now you.”
 
   “We’re not leaving without our money,” added another menacingly, holding a wicked looking rifle, swinging it backwards and forwards.
 
   “That went well,” Alex said sarcastically.  “Whose great idea was this?  John or yours?”
 
   “Well, I thought that at least it was worth a try.  John was worried that it was going to be a slaughter.”
 
   “Theirs or mine?” Alex growled.  “Don’t answer that.  If you must know, I had everything under control.”
 
   “Oh, I can definitely see that,” she shot back, waving her hands at the multitude of guns pointing in their direction.  “You’ve got them right where you want them.”
 
   “You’re nothing but trouble,” he muttered, looking up in despair.
 
   “You accuse me of being a magnet for trouble?” she replied, ignoring his thunderous expression.  “As from where I’m standing it seems like trouble follows you everywhere.”
 
   “Excuse me,” a third voice broke in.  “I hate to interrupt this lovers’ spat—”
 
   “Don’t—” Alex snapped.
 
   “—even think of going there,” Jessica finished, heatedly.
 
   “We don’t have time for this,” the first gunman grumbled.  “If she knows that we’re here, then so does the sheriff.  If she’s really Hadley’s daughter, then she’s worth even more to us than what’s in the vault.  Bring her along.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” Jessica replied, crossing her arms, unimpressed.  “I’ve already been kidnapped once this week.  Twice would be setting some sort of new record.”
 
   “You’re taking her, over my dead body,” Alex added in a belligerent tone.
 
   “Why, I think that’s the first thing that we can actually agree upon.  You dead,” she quipped in a sugary tone of voice.
 
   “I’ll take her, let’s go,” the second gunman stated, ignoring them.  Pushing through the small crowed of hostages, he took a firm grasp of Jessica by her forearm, obviously prepared to drag her from the building if that was necessary.
 
   “Coo-ee,” Jessica smiled brightly.  “You're a big strapping lad, aren't you?” she looked up at her assailant, as he towered over her, being at least a foot taller.  “Didn’t your mother ever teach you manners?” Reaching across with her remaining free hand she clamped it around his massive fist, which encircled her forearm and, with apparently little effort and a grimace of pain from him, she casually freed her own arm but refused to release his.  Instead with the same mocking expression, she continued to twist his wrist, further backwards, much to his shock and disbelief.
 
   “What you probably didn’t stay in school long enough to find out,” she carried on calmly.  “Is that I’ve got the added advantage of over two hundred years of genetic engineering.  Which makes me far more intelligent than you and irresistibly attractive,” she brushed a lock of hair back behind her ear, smiling coyly, deliberately ignoring the snort of disbelief coming from Alex.  “And far stronger than you could ever imagine.”  At this her eyes narrowed and her expression started to slip into a far more predatory look.  Meanwhile, she continued to exert more and more pressure, bending his wrist back further and further, to such an unnatural angle that nobody in the room was surprised when with a crack, that echoed around the now deathly still room, the wrist snapped, broken only by his scream, a moment later.
 
   Still she did not release him.
 
   Instead with him now on his hands and knees, whimpering, she reached down and grasped him with both hands and started to lift him, centimetre by centimetre, inch by inch, until his feet were dangling just above the ground.  A stark reminder to all that while at first glance she might look just like them, on a genetic level, she bore very little resemblance to any of them.
 
   “Drop your weapons,” Alex ordered, brandishing his fusion pistol.  Pointing it at the remaining gunmen, who could only stare at the scene before them, horrified.  “You’re totally out of your league here, now you know who and what she is.  She could do the same to every last one of you and there isn’t a thing that you could do to stop her.”
 
   The sounds of their weapons clattering to the floor, was only interrupted by the choking noises, as the man Jessica held firmly in her grasp, flailed helplessly at the hands around his throat.  He started to turn an alarming shade of blue, as his frantic efforts to escape became weaker and weaker.
 
   “Jessica, stop it.  Before you kill him,” Alex interjected sharply when it became obvious that she had no plans to release him.
 
   “He would’ve done the same to me,” she replied, contemptuously.
 
   “Which is what separates the likes of you, from him.”
 
   “You know with just one twist of my wrist, I could snap his neck like a stick?”
 
   “Fine,” Alex replied, exasperated, turning his back on her.  “Go ahead.  Kill him.  See if I care, but I’m not going around cleaning up after your mess.  You get to dispose of the body.”
 
   With an abrupt jerk of her wrist, the body hit the floor with a thud and, with a terrified moan the man laid there clutching at his throat.
 
   “I think that we can take it from here,” a voice echoed from behind and Jessica whirled round, just in time to observe Sheriff Abercrombie slide a dark pistol back into his holster.  She idly wondered just how long that he’d been standing there, as she hadn’t heard him enter.  Jessica speculated what he would have done with the pistol had she not released the man.
 
   “All hail the cavalry,” Alex replied sarcastically.  “Glad that you could join us John, but don’t you think you’re a little late?”
 
   “Better late than never, anyway, you and Lady Jessica seemed to have everything under control,” John replied calmly, his gaze sweeping the room, quickly surveying the scene.  He motioned his deputies forward to restrain the now unarmed thieves, as they stepped over the prone, but still coughing, body on the floor.  “I must say that I’m impressed.  I think Lady Jessica must have a positive influence on you, because upon hearing that you had decided to intervene, I expected a double-digit body count.”
 
   “Well, I was trying to avoid any bloodshed,” Alex muttered sotto-voiced, returning the fusion pistol back inside his jacket.  Jessica didn’t even realise that he had it, but suddenly comprehended the risk that she’d taken, when in actual fact Alex had been armed the entire time.
 
   “Then we should all thank the High-Lords for Lady Jessica’s timely intervention,” John agreed good naturedly.
 
   “Which we’ll have a long conversation about, soon, as I expressly remember leaving her in your safe company.  I’m sure her father would be thrilled to hear about how you sent his eldest daughter, alone, into an armed bank robbery.”
 
   “Well, yes,” John coughed, colouring slightly.  “A means to an end and all that.  Anyway, you’re free to leave, me and the boys can take it from here.”  John purposefully stepped on the broken wrist of the assailant on the ground, who squealed like a pig, hastily withdrawing his hand that had been reaching for a discarded pistol on the floor.
 
   “In just a minute,” Alex stated, looking around at the small crowd that had been in the bank at the time, all observing the surreal display of strength demonstrated by Jessica.  Somehow he didn’t think that his earlier story, that she was a mad cousin, was going to hold up against that impressive display.  “Take Lady Jessica outside, I’ll be with you shortly.  I need to talk to these folk first.”
 
   *****
 
   Jessica tried, only half-heartedly, not to look as if she was trying to eavesdrop on the subsequent, hushed conversation, between Alex and John, but really she strained to overhear every word.
 
   “You had no right to send her in there,” Alex whispered furiously.  “I took her away from Osiris to keep her safe, not so that you could send her into the midst of a pack of wolves!”
 
   “And just how long are you planning on keeping her here anyway?” John voiced the question.  Needless to say, Jessica was also very keen to learn the answer to this.
 
   “As long as it’s necessary.  You know a little about me, at least a little more than most.  I’m far better qualified to protect her than those incompetents back on Osiris.  Anyway, her best protection is anonymity, if nobody knows where she is, then they can hardly do her any harm, now can they?”
 
   “Anonymity that’s pretty much blown now, you saw what she did.  She’ll be the talk of the town before sunset, by tomorrow everyone will know.  Before you know it word will reach Hadley, then we’ll have his entire battle fleet descending upon us.”
 
   “There’s going to be no battle fleets.  I’ve talked to those who were there and explained the situation.  They’ll keep quiet about what they saw.  She saved their lives and I made it clear that now she needs their protection.”
 
   “And just who are you protecting her from?  You cannot keep her here indefinitely; her father and High-Lord Stanton are both looking for her, eventually they’ll find her.”
 
   “I don’t know who is looking for her but I’ve got a very good idea who might be and he owes me a favour or, at least he will, when I don’t kill him.  I just need some time.”
 
   “Fine,” John sighed.  “I can keep this group tied up in the system for a couple of weeks and make sure they don’t talk.  After all we’ve only got one public defender and he’s got a case backlog that will stretch into the next decade, just whatever you plan to do, please make it quick.  I feel like there is an hourglass out there somewhere with our names on it and the sands of time are fast running out.”
 
   *****
 
   Alex watched, from a distance, as John and his deputies rounded the men up and, having already restrained them, pushed them off in the direction of the only jail.  Shaking his head in disbelief, he called out in a clear voice, “You can come out now.”
 
   “How did you know that I was there?”
 
   “Lucky guess,” Alex muttered, turning round to face her.  “I assume that you overheard everything?”
 
   “Pretty much.”
 
   “My, what big ears that you have, my Lady,” Alex said with a smile.  Seemingly helpless to touch her, he reached out with a finger and brushed a lock of hair back behind her ear.  “I guess that you should add exceptional hearing to your growing list of traits, along with your intelligence, strength and how did you phrase it?” Alex held up his finger, as if trying to recollect, “Oh that's it, being irresistibly attractive.”
 
   “I might have been exaggerating, just a little,” Jessica confessed.  “It doesn’t bother you?”
 
   “Not at all, I can appreciate beauty,” he purposefully misinterpreted her question.
 
   “No, not that, my strength?” Jessica suddenly broke away, looking at the ground, uncertain.  “I remember the very first time that I used it, I was still young and came across one of my father’s servants beating a young boy.  I pulled him off the boy and in the process threw him halfway across the room.  I still remember the looks that I received; shock, horror, fear and loathing.  Ever since that day I’ve taken great care to conceal my—traits.”
 
   “I think,” Alex said, reaching out to tip her chin up, so that he could look her in the eye.  “It’s what one does with their gifts that counts.  You did a good thing today, as without your intervention it was likely that many others were going to get hurt.  You saved more than one life today, because of your actions.”
 
   “I could have killed him today, had you not stopped me.”
 
   Alex looked from her troubled eyes, down her cheeks, to her graceful neck, the tendons taunt, remembering how only a short time ago, she almost broke a far thicker neck.  Thinking about it made him recollect another time, with a different pair of hands wrapped around another neck, just as delicate as hers.  But this time the owner had no intention to release them and certainly didn’t share any of her doubts.  He had only been able to look on, helplessly, as hands tightened around that neck, as she had started to choke, unable to even cry out for help.  Abruptly the owner of the hands looked up, and as their gazes had locked, Alex had been shocked to recognise who the hands had belonged to…
 
   “Are you okay?” Jessica was looking at him strangely.
 
   “Yes,” Alex shook his head, dispelling the last remnants of the memory.  “You would have stopped before killing him, trust me, I should know.”
 
   “You don’t seem surprised by my strength?”
 
   “I know who you are and have heard all the rumours around the abilities of the High-Lords and Ladies, so I just assumed…not that I was planning on arm-wrestling you or anything.  I don’t suppose that you can really flap your wings and fly?”  Alex’s lips formed a smile at the mental picture.
 
   “No, although right now I wish that I could.  I don’t relish the idea of walking all the way back home.”
 
   “Osiris?” he frowned.  “That would be a long walk indeed.”
 
   “I meant your home,” she blushed.
 
   “In that case your wish is my command,” he grinned broadly, delighted that she considered his house a home.  “Wait here a minute, I’ll be back shortly.”
 
   It was almost ten minutes later and Jessica was starting to wonder if he was ever going to return when she first heard the noise.  A sort of a click-clop sound, which was quiet at first, but gradually grew louder and louder, until she looked up in surprise as the largest animal that she had ever seen rounded the building.  Her first instinct was to turn round and run, not something easily achieved in the ankle-length dress that she was wearing, but she was going to attempt it anyway, when she suddenly recognised the man sitting on the animal’s back.
 
   “My Lord,” she cried out surprised.  “What’re you doing?”
 
   “Your ride home, my Lady,” he smiled, meanwhile encouraging the animal forward, until it was beside her.
 
   “You cannot be serious,” she spluttered.  “I cannot ride on top of that, that, thing.”
 
   “It’s called a horse and is frequently used here for longer journeys.”  Leaning forward until his face was only inches from her own, he added with a smirk.  “Why, you’re not afraid, are you?”
 
   “Of course not,” she tried to explain.  “It’s just—”
 
   “Excellent, let’s go then,” he said, catching her by the arm and effortlessly lifting her off the ground and onto the horse, with her back pressing against his chest.  “Ready?” he called out to her.
 
   “No,” Jessica responded, looking at the ground, which suddenly seemed a long way away.  Alex however just laughed and with a clicking sound from his tongue the horse ambled forwards, soon leaving the town far behind them.
 
   *****
 
   With a frustrated sigh, Alex tossed the ledger book back onto his desk.  In all honesty he didn’t know why he even bothered glancing at it.  He knew what it contained; nothing, zip, zero, nada.  He was flat out broke.  In fact, he owed considerable sums to several moneylenders in various star systems, but owing to the fact that he had borrowed those monies under the assumed name of Lord Stanton, he was fairly safe from reprisal.
 
   Normally this was not a problem, however, while Jessica and he had been out, one of his tenants had come to call.  The main wooden ceiling joist of their tenant cottage was rotten through and was in danger of collapsing—along with the entire roof.  Part of him wanted to just shrug his shoulders and forget about the problem entirely, it wasn’t as if they paid him any rent.  Still, no matter how precarious his own situation, at least he had a roof over his head.
 
   He knew only too well what it was like to have no home.
 
   A knock at the door to his library interrupted his reveries and he was more than slightly disappointed when moments later Mary entered.  Soon after they had arrived back, Jessica had pleaded tiredness and retired to her room early.  Personally, Alex thought she just wanted some time alone to sort through the events of the day.  Still for a person that had never known boredom, and was certainly immune to loneliness, he found himself pining for her company.
 
   “Did you receive the message that Mister Evans left?”  Mary enquired.  “He did impress upon me the urgency of it, especially with his wife due to give birth shortly.”
 
   Alex could only roll his eyes in despair.  Just what he needed, yet another mouth to feed.  “Yes, thank you, Mary.  Please let Mister Evans know that I received his message and that I’ll personally oversee the repairs in a couple of days, as I will be away attending to some business until then.”
 
   “My Lord!” Mary said indignantly.  “You can hardly invite guests over and then simply abandon them a few days later.”
 
   Alex sighed, rubbing his face wearily.  It was days like this that he wished for somebody to confide in, to share the burden of juggling a dozen different responsibilities simultaneously.  “It’s not as if I am in the process of hosting a house party.  I’m sure that Lady Jessica will manage to survive without me.”  Hopefully, he didn’t voice out loud as, based on recent events, it did make him wonder.  “I’ll leave her a message before I go, explaining and apologising for my absence.”
 
   “My Lord.”
 
   Alex wondered how the woman managed to covey such a wealth of censure and condemnation in only two words.  “As I keep trying to tell you, my name is Alex.  Not m’lord, as I’m certainly no Lord, and my name isn’t Greystone.”
 
   “Well, if you keep insisting on this foolishness, then what should I call you?  A Greystone has lived here since before this planet was even officially settled.”
 
   “Alex.  Just Alex.”
 
   “Well, I can hardly go around calling you Lord Alex now, can I?  So what’s your family name, m’Lord?”
 
   “Uhm—” he hesitated.
 
   “The foolishness of youth,” Mary muttered, shaking her head in disbelief.  “So when Lady Jessica asks, where can I tell her you have gone?”
 
   “Uh—” Alex hesitated for a second time.  “Just inform her that I’ll be gone for a few days on business,” he hurriedly added, observing her impatient expression.  “I need to see someone about a loan for the repairs.”
 
   “M’Lord, if I could make a suggestion?”
 
   Alex rolled his eyes at the continued use of m’Lord, but in the end decided to concede that battle, simply nodding his head for her to carry on.
 
   “I’m not completely blind when it comes to your situation and you wouldn’t be the first Lord of Greystone Manor that was, lacking in funds, shall we say?”
 
   “I’m not?” Alex gaped.
 
   “Of course not,” Mary snorted.  “You simply need to follow the traditional, time honoured solution.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “Marry a rich heiress.”
 
   “What?” 
 
   “I understand that Lady Jessica is the eldest daughter of High-Lord Hadley—”
 
   “No.”
 
   “It shouldn’t be too hard, I’ve seen the way that she looks at you.”
 
   “What do you mean the way that she looks at me?” Alex enquired, suspiciously.  “Most of the time she’s plotting me bodily harm.”
 
   “Exactly,” Mary agreed.  “The lady doth protest too much, me thinks.”
 
   “Anyway, she’s already engaged.”
 
   “So what?  She wouldn’t be the first bride to elope.  Just seduce her…”
 
   Alex rubbed his face, unable to believe that he was actually having this conversation, not after the day that he’d just had and certainly not while sober.  He needed a drink.  Desperately.
 
   “There’s going to be no seducing, eloping, marriage or any other such foolishness.  I’ll be gone a few days and when I return I’ll have sufficient funds for the repairs.  Soon after Lady Jessica will be returning to the bosom of her family and, frankly, I wish them the best of luck dealing with her, they’ll certainly need it.”
 
   “Yes, my Lord.”
 
   Alex wondered how the woman could make a positive, sound so much like a negative.
 
   Neither of them noticed the shadow of the person standing behind the door.  Gone before Mary could depart, muttering about the obstinacy of Lords in general and the foolishness of men in particular.
 
   *****
 
   Alex poured himself a glass of wine.
 
   It wasn’t what he truly wanted.  He would have much preferred a strong brandy, or whiskey.  Unfortunately, the previous Lord Greystone, the real one this time, hadn’t shared his same fondness and, as a result, the cellar was instead packed to the ceiling with wines.
 
   Emptying the glass in a single mouthful, he hurriedly poured himself another.  He cursed Mary for even bringing up the topic, as it cracked open the door to a host of maybes, what-ifs and might-have-beens.  Possibilities that he had long since resigned to the past.  Perhaps if events had turned out differently, then he would have been married by now, he vaguely remembered not being indifferent to the idea.  Maybe in a another time he would even have had a family of his own, a son, possibly even a daughter—
 
   Yet, for some inescapable reason, he couldn’t dispel the image of a young Lady Jessica, running around his house, her curls flying everywhere, blue eyes flashing with a cheeky smile on her face.
 
   This house was his home.  The first time he had laid eyes upon it, he had just known.  Still, sometimes the silence bothered him, making him wonder if he had just exchanged one prison for another, albeit a bigger one.
 
   He shook his head, trying to shake away the moribund of thoughts that seemed to have taken up residence there.  He had never been one to indulge in self-pity.  Instead he once again reached for the bottle of wine, only to be stopped by a cold, wet nose, brushing up against the back of his hand.
 
   “Hey Lucifer, I didn’t hear you come in.  I thought that you would be curled up with Jessica by now?”
 
   Alex couldn’t believe that he was actually jealous of his dog.  For the massive wolfhound had seemed to take an instant liking to her.  Following her around everywhere she went, like some sort of lost puppy.
 
   “Anyway, I need to go away for a couple of days.”  At the hopeful expression in Lucifer’s eyes, Alex shook his head.  “No, you can’t come with me.  You know how space-flight makes you ill.”  Lucifer had spent a week under Alex’s bed, shaking, the last time that Alex had taken him anywhere.  “Anyway, you need to stay here and look after the women.  You’re the man—”
 
   A loud growl came from below, somewhere in the vicinity of Lucifer’s gaping maw.
 
   “—dog of the house,” Alex finished without hesitation.  He shook his head at the thought of possessing a dog, with an ideology.  Resigned to the fact that he wasn’t going to get any sleep that night, he rarely slept anyway and, as far as he was concerned, he had over five years of it saved up, he decided to instead browse his bookshelf to look for something to read.
 
   Five minutes later he abandoned that idea, having found over a dozen books, each time the thought occurring to him that he should recommend the book to Jessica, certain that she would enjoy it.  Instead, his attention was drawn to a scratching noise, coming from underneath the chaise longue sofa.  No prizes for guessing the source of the sound, as Alex could clearly see Lucifer’s tail wagging backwards and forwards from under the chair.
 
   “Lucifer, stop that!” Alex shouted.  “I can hardly afford food, therefore I most certainly can’t afford the repairs to that sofa or the carpet.  They’re probably authentic, antique and incredibly rare, which means expensive.  I’d sell both in a heartbeat if I could get either of them through the door.
 
   But of course Lucifer continued to ignore him, and why shouldn’t he?  It wasn’t as if anybody else in his household paid any particular attention to what he said either.  So resigned to taking matters into his own hands, he did what any other self-righteous dog owner would have done in the same situation—he pulled his hound out from under the chaise lounge by his tail.
 
   Purposefully ignoring the long claw streaks left in the priceless carpet.
 
   “Got you,” Alex cried triumphantly.  However, his expression fell when he noticed that Lucifer had something between his jaws.  “Drop that right this very instant,” he ordered, expecting to see a piece of expensive chair or carpet deposited at his feet, but it turned out to be neither, but instead a book.
 
   Brushing the leather bound cover against his trousers, to wipe away Lucifer’s saliva, Alex was surprised to see that his hands had turned a dark red.  Looking more closely he observed the dried blood stain that still covered the leather.  Only then did it occur to him that this must have been the book given to him by the young man that claimed to be his son, while on Osiris.  He had completely forgotten about it since his return and at some point it must have fallen under the sofa.  Deciding that this was just as good a time as any, and curious to know what it might contain, he turned the cover to read the title page—The Journal of Lord Alexander Greystone.  Perhaps it belonged to the previous Lord Greystone? Curious, he turned to read the next page…
 
   The sun was already climbing well above the horizon before he finally put the book aside, standing to face the floor-to-ceiling windows, for the first time in many years the sunrise the furthest thing from his mind.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Corporal Rifkin received his just rewards, some days later, having being found floating in space, his throat slit from cheek to cheek.
 
   I hardly mourned his passing—after all, it saved me the effort of doing it myself.
 
   —From the journal of Lord Alexander Greystone,
 
    
 
   Babylon Station, Epsilon Eridani System
 
    
 
   Alex was certain that it was a trap.
 
   He would have been suspicious even without having read the journal the night before.  He still wasn’t sure what to make of it.  Anybody else would have dismissed it as absurd.  A terrible science fiction yarn, written by an author with questionable grammar—still something about the book gave him pause.  Perhaps because it read like some sort of internal monologue.  People, places and events depicted in such vivid colours that he could almost imagine having written them himself, were it not for the fact that none had happened yet, except for one—
 
   The death of Lady Jessica Hadley.
 
   Of course, she was still perfectly alive and well, he had checked this, prior to his departure, as he had been so shaken by the events depicted in the journal.  Hardly a ringing endorsement for the accuracy of its foretelling but, it had been so chillingly close to how events might have played out, were it not for the intervention of his—son.  The idea was still difficult to get his head round, as without his warning she could have so easily shared the same fate as described in the book.
 
   The journal portrayed events that were about to unfurl here too, although the author hadn’t made the journey to attend this meeting, in his own words, having no wish to collect the ‘blood-money’.  Instead an entire entry was devoted to the death of the man that he was here to meet…
 
   As the door slid open, Alex blinked, coming face-to-face with the beaming smile of Corporal Malcolm Rifkin, very much alive and well.  It looked like the book was now wrong on both counts or, perhaps not, Alex mused, as nothing would give him greater pleasure than to slit the man’s throat himself.
 
   *****
 
   Jessica screwed the sheet of paper up into a tight ball, before throwing it across the length of the room in a fit of pique.  While the contents of it didn’t surprise her, after all she’d overheard Alex and Mary talking the night before, the tone of the message infuriated her.
 
   You’re to stay inside.
 
   Explore, paint, redecorate, I don’t particularly care.  What you are absolutely forbidden to do, is to leave the house, entertain guests or get up to any sort of mischief, whatsoever.  I’ve asked both Mary and John to check in on you regularly during my absence.
 
   Surprise us both, stay out of trouble, at least for a couple of days.
 
   She was the eldest daughter of a High-Lord!  To be treated like some errant, misbehaving child, incensed her beyond belief.  Well she would show him, she thought to herself, eyes narrowing shrewdly.  How had he phrased it?  Explore, paint, redecorate.  Well, she would simply do as instructed, casting her gaze around the library, imagining what it would look like with pink wallpaper and floral decorations abound.  Still, she didn’t have the heart to alter this room, from the imposing desk, to the pair of matching armchairs seated around the massive fireplace and the floor-to-ceiling bookcases that lined the room.  Maybe not this room then, but she remembered Alex telling her that the house possessed thirty-seven more, surely one of them required a more feminine touch, she smiled.
 
   She found the perfect room straight across from the library, on the other side of the grand entrance hall.  At first she mistakenly assumed that it was some sort of storage closet, were it not for the fact that it went on and on, for at least twenty-five feet by her best reckoning.  It was hard to tell, as the room was as dark as Hades.  The reason for this soon became apparently clear, as reaching the far side of the room, she brushed her hand against the dusty and dirt ridden windows.  Grime immediately blackened her hand but she managed to brush just enough aside to permit a small shaft of brilliant golden sunlight into the room.  The pillar of light was enough to illuminate the filthy interior, with a coat stand in one corner and a well-worn jacket hanging from it.  Beneath the stand was a collection of soiled shoes; piled so high they looked like some sort of landmark for lost explorers.
 
   Jessica approached the coat stand, reaching a hand out for it whilst taking care not to trip over one of the multitudes of shoes, scattered around like land-mines for the unwary traveller.  Snagging the coat from the stand, she drew it close to her cheek, breathing in deeply.  She instantly knew that the coat was Alex’s as it shared his distinctive musky scent.  It made her think of dark, otherworldly, creatures, as Alex seemed most at home in the darkness, surrounded by fire and brimstone.  Indeed, she could well believe he could face a legion of demons and send them all straight back to hell.  More than likely he would be leading the pack in an attack on the mortal world, she decided.
 
   Keeping the jacket close at hand, she once again crossed the breadth of the room, towards the succession of windows.  Putting the jacket to good use, she started to wipe away the grime with it.  With every sweep of her hand the jacket became filthier, but still, hesitantly at first, then with increasing speed, the light started to penetrate further into the room, banishing the darkness.
 
   She was sure that Alex would have found that quite poetic, until he found out what she had used to clean the windows with.  Then he would be inventing poetry of a far coarser kind.  Remembering the insulting tone of the note he had left for her, she started to whistle a jaunty little tune, continuing to clean the windows with his coat.
 
   Mary found her, some hours later, with the windows now all wiped clean, the long room filled with light, courtesy of a succession of windows along the length of it.
 
   “My Lady,” Mary gasped.  “What are you doing?”
 
   “Simply following Alex’s instructions,” Jessica smiled, pleased with her cleaning efforts.  “He told me that in his absence I should do some painting and redecorating.”
 
   “He did?” Mary sounded dubious.
 
   “Absolutely.  He even put his instructions down in writing.”
 
   “But what do you mean to do with this room?  Lord Greystone simply uses it as storage space; shoes, coats, that sort of thing.”
 
   “I was thinking of using it as a reception room.  Where Lord Greystone can receive visitors,” Jessica replied, unobtrusively pawing the destroyed jacket behind her with one foot.  Meanwhile Mary was looking around wide-eyed in astonishment at the transformation that had taken place in the space of a few hours.
 
   “I don’t think that Lord Greystone ever has visitors.  The only person to occasionally visit is the sheriff and then they don’t talk much, simply consume copious amounts of wine.  I’m sure that they’re in competition to see which one can pass out first.  The number of mornings that I’ve arrived having to step over their inebriated bodies.”
 
   Struggling to stifle a laugh at Mary’s indignant tone, Jessica instead replied, “We just need to find some furniture for the room.  A coffee table, a couple of chairs, perhaps a sideboard should be more than plenty.  Do you know where we might find such items?”
 
   Mary pursed her lips, deep in thought, before her expression suddenly brightened.  “I know just the place, up on the second floor.  There’s plenty of furniture, all unused, as Lord Greystone rarely wanders up that far.”
 
   “Excellent,” Jessica agreed excitedly.  “Alex instructed me that I should explore in his absence, so we’ll be fulfilling his every command.”
 
   “You mean Lord Greystone,” Mary corrected her.
 
   “That’s what I said, wasn’t it?” Jessica pulled the older woman along behind her excitedly.
 
   They explored many rooms on the second floor, having found several promising items of furniture, when Jessica pushed through a set of broad double-doors before coming to a complete stop, her jaw dropping open in astonishment.  For there, facing her, was the largest bed that she’d ever seen in her life, it must have been at least ten feet in length and breadth—you could fit an entire harem into it.  This she took in with a single glance, as it wasn’t that which drew her attention, but the floor-to-ceiling windows that surrounded the room.  Unlike the dirt caked ones on the ground floor these glistened, with not a speck of dust in sight.  Either a small army of window cleaners had just finished, but Jessica suspected that these were not made of ordinary glass.  Instead they consisted of a monolayer of carbon nanotubes, which repelled water and therefore dirt.  These monolayers were assembled, one on top of the other, to the required thickness and tensile strength.  She had seen many examples of this on Osiris, but all on a much smaller scale, as the cost was prohibitively expensive.  Her mind boggled at the cost of outfitting the entire room, from floor-to-ceiling, but she thought it most worthwhile, as the view was spectacular.
 
   The room was filled with golden sunlight, courtesy of the late afternoon rays, the windows looking out over a pastoral scene of rough-hewn lawns leading down to a mist-shrouded lake, far in the distance.  She could only imagine what it would be like to awaken in such a room, with the first rays of the morning sun slowly creeping across it and then up over the bed to caress her cheeks.
 
   “It’s the master bedroom,” Mary explained softly, sighing at the visage.
 
   “Alex’s?”
 
   “No, the previous one.  Lord Greystone prefers a guest room on the ground floor, closer to his study.  Although I have offered many times to prepare this room for him.”
 
   It was only at these words that Jessica looked more closely, observing the threadbare sheets and dust-covered furniture.  It would take a considerable amount of work to restore this room to its former glory.  “Let’s do it,” she said.  Only realising that she had said the words out loud when Mary looked at her in astonishment.
 
   “Lord Greystone won’t be pleased when he returns and will insist that we stop.  He calls it a frivolous waste of time.”
 
   “Then we’ll just have to make sure that it’s done before he returns,” Jessica insisted.  “After all, he can hardly order us to stop, if the job is already finished.”
 
   “There are only two of us m’Lady.  It would take at least a week for the both of us to ready this room.”
 
   Jessica wasn’t sure why it was suddenly so important to do this, perhaps to demonstrate to Alex that she was capable of something, maybe even to demonstrate her thanks—after all, as much as she would deny it, she did realise that he had probably saved her life, when suddenly inspiration struck.  “Alex once told me that he has many tenants that he allows to stay, free of charge, on his land?”
 
   “Yes m’Lady.  It’s very good of him, as none could afford to repay him.”
 
   “But perhaps they would be willing to show their gratitude in a different way?  By helping us prepare the house for his return,” Jessica suggested.
 
   “I think that’s an excellent idea m’Lady,” Mary nodded her agreement.  “I’ll go and talk to them at once.”
 
   *****
 
   The sight of the smirking man infuriated Alex no end and in that moment he decided that shooting him was just too easy.  He felt in the mood for putting the boot in first, literally, and was just about to do so when the Corporal took him completely by surprise—and launched himself at Alex.  Caught off balance, Alex would have toppled backwards, had Rifkin not seized him in a huge embrace, thumping him heartily on the back.
 
   “Alex, my dearest friend,” he boomed cheerfully.  “It’s been far, far, too long.  How are you?  Never mind,” he continued on regardless, half pulling, half dragging Alex further into the room.  “It’s good to see you again, we can renew old acquaintances and reminisce about the past.”
 
   Bloody hell!
 
   By this point Alex was seriously concerned for the other man’s sanity, perhaps he had snapped under the pressure?  For if Corporal Malcolm Rifkin considered them best friends then he was clearly deranged, or seriously starved of friendship—perhaps both?  The two of them had detested each other from the day they first met, a little over ten years prior, and their relationship had deteriorated from that point onwards.  The final straw had been when Alex had caught the man selling surplus supplies on the black market.  The fact that he had neither orders, nor permission, to do so, being surplus only to him and he was in actual fact pocketing the proceeds from the sale, were more than enough grounds for the Court Martial and Dishonourable Discharge that Alex had overseen. The last time he had seen Corporal Rifkin, the man had been hastily fleeing the planet, with the military police in hot pursuit—until a week ago.
 
   For it turned out that in the intervening years, Malcolm Rifkin, he had long since dropped the Corporal, had put his skills to good use by becoming an intermediary, of sorts.  For there was always a strong demand for people to be done away with, to disappear, vanish, or just step out of the wrong airlock.  Rifkin facilitated putting demand in touch with supply, buyers in contact with sellers—taking a ten percent cut in the process.  It had been Rifkin that had reached out to him, a little more than a week ago, with an offer that Alex more than certainly could refuse.  A task that required his unique talents, to obtain access to the inaccessible, achieve the impossible and then get out alive, or so he had thought at the time.  For in the intervening days, he had come to suspect that the final talent—to make it back alive, had actually been most inconvenient to all the parties involved, with the obvious exception of himself.
 
   At the time he had skimmed through the contract, taking note of the astronomical price offered for the completion of the job; ten million credits, forty percent offered upfront, the rest on completion.  Even with that eye-watering sum of money, he had been more than ready to wash his hands of the whole business, until he had come to the final page, a photo—and became instantly captivated.
 
   Which just goes to show the inherent dangers of falling for a pretty face.
 
   All of which made Alex wonder why Rifkin was treating him as some sort of long, lost friend.  He was only here for one thing, well two if you considered the four million credits that he was still owed, and his fists started to once again itch with the urge to hit the man.  Resisting the desire, Alex instead allowed himself to be marched into the man’s office.
 
   It was just like its owner—superficial. 
 
   At first glance, with all the white leather and polished chrome, it looked like an office of any successful entrepreneur.  But beneath the surface the thin coat of fresh paint was peeling at the edges and the floor was filthy.  While the office was spacious, with one whole length of the room partitioned off with glass from the rest, it was quiet, eerily so.  At least the last time he had been here there had been customers—of a dubious quality.  All shifty eyed, with nervous ticks and unconscious twitches, along with a smattering of clerks of some kind, attempting to look busy.
 
   This time?  Nobody.
 
   The only noise came from the irregular tick-tock of a wall clock, hanging slightly one-sided on the wall behind Rifkin, who had ushered him into a seat.  Perhaps the very same one that he had been seated in when he had first agreed to carry out this fool’s errand?  Rifkin meanwhile took his own seat on the other side of the desk, grinning manically, tapping his fingers in an erratic rhythm that seemed to be a counterpoint to the sound made by the clock. 
 
   Tick-tock.  Tap-tap.  Tick-tock.
 
   Tap.
 
   Gazes locked across the width of the table, no more than four feet apart, as they eyed each other silently, each taking the measure of the other—
 
   Moving in tandem, like two puppets dangling from the same set of strings, they scrambled to their feet, moving backwards and simultaneously drawing pistols, arms outstretched, weapons crossed, each pointing directly at the chest of the other.  They circled each other warily, like vultures, as they moved wordlessly around the desk, each waiting for the other to make the first move.
 
   “Alex, how good to see you alive and well,” Rifkin spat out the words, much like the curse that it was.
 
   “Like hell you are,” Alex swore.  “You set me up!”
 
   “Of course I did, what did you expect?  That job was a death sentence to anybody stupid enough to take it, and none would, trust me, I tried.  I couldn’t fob it off on the lowliest, most stupid, murderer or assassin.  None would go within a dozen light-years of it.  I was getting desperate and my client most demanding, when inspiration struck.  I needed somebody with enough balls to carry it off, but stupid enough to actually accept the job, and eureka, your name came first to mind.”
 
   “I want my money, along with the name of the client.  It was a trap.  So who set me up?”
 
   “Money? I don’t have any money, as for a name?  Smith.”
 
   “What do you mean you don’t have any money? It was forty percent paid in advance; you confirmed to me that you’d received the funds.  What the hell did you do with it all in just one week?”
 
   “Five mill’ will only get you so far…” Rifkin hedged.
 
   Alex blinked, running through the mental arithmetic, but still coming to the same answer.  Forty percent of ten million was still only four million.  “You told me it was four million that you’d received.”
 
   “Uh-oh,” Rifkin muttered.  “Well, of course, there was always my arrangement fee—”
 
   “—which I paid in advance,” Alex rasped through gritted teeth, his eyes suddenly widening as realisation dawned.  “You son-of-a-bitch!  It wasn’t enough to set me up, but you had to swindle me out of my money in the process.”
 
   “Sorry.  Just force of habit I guess,” Rifkin shrugged unconcernedly.  “Anyway, I figured that you weren’t going to live long enough to worry about it and you could hardly spend the money when dead.  But, of course, you didn’t go and get yourself killed, you always were a selfish bastard.”
 
   “I should just shoot you now.”
 
   “Well, you had better be quick about it,” Rifkin replied nonchalantly, peering behind Alex, through the glass partition.  “As otherwise they’re probably going to beat you to it.”
 
   Risking a quick glance behind him, on the other side of the glass, Alex was just in time to observe a dozen men file through the main entrance of the office.  They all looked alike, gorillas that had been stuffed into cheap, ill-fitting, suits.  Each carried a battered brown suitcase and the effect was faintly comical with their massive paws struggling to fit through the small handles.  However, this became a lot less comical when they lined up, shoulder-to-shoulder, dropping the suitcases to the floor, flipping them open.  Each withdrew from inside a compact, fully automatic, machine gun.
 
   Alex recognised the weapons at a glance, made by Stanton Light Industries, it was a modern remake of the classic five hundred year old Uzi submachine gun.  With a ten inch, two hundred and fifty millimetre barrel, it had an automatic rate of fire of over six hundred rounds per minute when chambered with the nine millimetre parabellum round, also supplied by Stanton Light Industries, discounts available when purchased in bulk.  Alex had a moment to take note of the extended, extra-capacity magazines that were slipped into the weapons.  Even through the glass partition, he could clearly hear the snap of a dozen clips sliding into position and the noise of a dozen safety switches being flicked off.
 
   Click, click, click and click.
 
   “That was what I was trying tell you, via the long lost, best friend, routine.  I was rather hoping that they wouldn’t notice your arrival.  I was trying to buy us some time to work a way out of this.”
 
   “I don’t suppose that anything came to mind?” Alex enquired curiously, as in seemingly slow motion a dozen gun-barrels were raised, all pointing directly towards both of them.
 
   “Nothing comes to mind.”  Rifkin shook his head, but the words were lost, as with a deafening roar, the guns opened fire.
 
   *****
 
   Jessica’s eyes snapped open.
 
   The first thing that registered was—darkness.  It took a few seconds for her to realise that it was not that she couldn’t see, but instead it was still night.  She blinked a few times letting her eyes slowly adjust to the gloom.  She could just make out faint outlines from the dull glow cast by the almost extinguished fire, nothing left except a few, still burning, embers.
 
   Having recollected where she was, her thoughts next turned to what had awoken her.  It was hardly as if she had slept too much, having stayed awake all night, when Alex had slept next door.  In the past few days she’d been working from dawn to dusk, directing all the men and women who had volunteered to assist with cleaning and redecorating the house from top-to-bottom.  She was exhausted, but elated, for planning and organising was something she had always excelled at. Now it was finally complete, the house was spotless, better than new.
 
   Alex wouldn’t recognise it when he returned.
 
   Then she heard it, a faint scratching sound, coming from somewhere in the vicinity of the door.  Somehow she doubted that it was rats.  Lucifer would have made a quick snack of them if there had been any.  So instead she slid from her bed, wrapping a nightgown around herself as she stumbled in the direction of the door.
 
   She reached Lucifer before the door.  Tripping over him and then colliding with the door.  At least she had found the source of the noise that had woken her up, as it was Lucifer scratching on the door.  She had slept soundly ever since that first night, sure in the knowledge that nobody could harm her, not with the devil’s own hound sleeping but a few feet from her.  With a resigned sigh she opened the door a crack as Lucifer slipped through it, before vanishing into the night.  “Alex needs to teach you how to open doors,” she yawned sleepily before heading back to bed.
 
   She never made it.
 
   Instead she heard a low growl come through the gap in the bedroom door.  She had deliberately left it ajar, to allow Lucifer to return, once he had finished his late night snack, walk or toilet break, whatever it was that he needed to do.  She stopped dead in her tracks, as she had never heard Lucifer make quite such a sound before.  It started quietly, a low timbre, before it seemed to rise by a couple of octaves, growing in volume until it reached such a pitch that it sent shivers down her spine.  Fifty thousand years of evolution was not enough to eradicate that sound from the human psyche.  
 
   It had only one meaning—danger.
 
   Grumbling to herself, wondering what Lucifer had found this time, she once again tightened the belt around her nightgown and headed for the door.  This time pushing it open, stepping through and peering down the darkened hall.  Of course she couldn’t see a thing.
 
   “Blast Alex and this lack of light,” she cursed.  For she had come to realise that nothing, except perhaps her cat back on Osiris, had the same sort of night vision that Alex possessed.  It was uncanny.  Surprising then that the man constantly surrounded himself with light—candles, fireplaces, it seemed to matter not, as long as it illuminated the room, dispelling the shadows.  Muttering, she continued to make her way down the corridor, cursing out loud every time she bumped into one object or another; chairs, tables, vases, seriously when had this place turned into such an obstacle course strewn with hazards?  Taking another step forward she bumped into something, yet this time her curse was stifled, as the object suddenly moved.  A forearm wrapped tightly around her waist, while a hand moved to cover her mouth.
 
   “Got her,” a gruff voice called out triumphantly.  “Ewan, get the light.”
 
   Jessica could only stare, wordlessly, as a shadow seemed to coalesce in front of her.  Suddenly, as if somebody flicked a switch, a watery light filled the corridor.  She had to blink a couple of times to adjust to the light, but eventually she could make out the scene.  There were two of them, well three, if she also counted the one that currently ensnared her from behind.  She could smell his dank breath, strong with the smell of cheap, sour, wine.  She could only assume that he looked similar to his compatriots—dirty, unshaven, wearing worn and equally filthy clothing, and all shared a similar look of wild desperation in their eyes.  One held a small lantern in his hand, the source of the light, but she only lingered on this for a moment, for it was the other man’s hand that her gaze was drawn to, for it held a pistol, pointing unwaveringly at her.
 
   Her immediate reaction was one of disbelief.  She was about to be kidnapped, for the second time, all in the span of a single week.  
 
   She would never hear the end of it from Alex.
 
   With his warning about staying out of trouble, at least for a couple of days, still ringing through her head, she was therefore somewhat relieved by their next words.
 
   “You watch her, I’ll go and see what I can find.  Posh place like this must have something valuable; gold, jewellery, anything that we can sell in a flash.”
 
   Jessica didn’t know if she should be relieved or insulted.  They were just common thieves, burglars, out to steal whatever they could get their hands on.  She was worth so much more than any jewellery or gold they might find in the house.  However, if nothing else, she had learnt her lesson from her previous foray with the criminal element on this planet and wisely kept her mouth shut.  But she had forgotten that they were not alone, and it immediately became apparent that Lucifer had no such qualms about remaining still.
 
   It was the eyes that immediately drew everybody’s attention, for they shone like two yellow sapphires, the colour of sulphur, as they reflected the weak light from the room.  Lucifer sat on his haunches, his gaze fixated on her—and the arm currently wrapped around her waist.  From his jaws reverberated a deep, throaty growl.  Nobody moved a muscle, not Jessica, not the man with his arm around her or the other one holding the lantern. Only one of the men moved and then only ever so slightly, the gun swinging round to point at Lucifer’s eyes, his finger tightening on the trigger.
 
   “Lucifer, no.” The cry surprised everybody, Jessica most of all, as the words came from her lips.  Still Lucifer continued to ignore them, his muscles straining in preparation for launching himself at the intruders.  “Lucifer, roll over,” Jessica said the first words that came to mind, wincing at the stupidity of them, yet, they seemed to have the desired effect where others had failed, as miraculously Lucifer did indeed roll over, showing his soft underbelly and his tongue hanging out, as his feet pawed at the air.
 
   Jessica could feel the man behind her relax his muscles, loosening his hold over her ever so slightly.  More importantly, the gunman lowered his weapon, chuckling slightly.  “Cute dog,” he commented, “But not a very effective guard dog.”
 
   “We don’t have time for this,” the man with his hand around Jessica’s abdomen uttered.  “I overheard the Sheriff saying he might swing past here before he retires for the night.  Just shoot the damn dog and let’s get this over with.”
 
   “No!” Jessica cried out, but this time using the little freedom that she now possessed, pivoting around, catching the arm from her throat, using the leverage and her strength to lift him from his feet.
 
   “What the hell—” the man shouted, but his cry was cut off as she effortlessly threw him several feet into the air—straight into Ewan, who had been holding the light.  Both went crashing to the floor in a jumble of arms and legs and everything went black, literally, as the lantern fell to the floor, flickered for a moment and then went out.
 
   “Shoot her you fool, before she gets away.  She knows what we look like.”
 
   The gunshot was incredibly loud in the confined space, the echo ricocheting off several walls like a multitude of explosions.  Jessica could feel the bullet whisk past her face, missing by inches.  The noise and bullet galvanised her into action and she turned round, sprinting back the way that she had come.  This time she navigated the hall not by sight, but memory, and behind her she could hear the grunts of pain and frustration as the obstacles impeded her attackers.  Still it did not slow them down for long and Jessica could hear the crashes and collisions from close behind as they pushed, threw or kicked the furniture aside.  The several seconds of time that this gave her was enough to make it back to her room, slamming the door behind her and turning the key in the lock.  Yet, she was under no illusion that the door was going to buy her any more time than the previous impediments.  Without hesitating, she rushed straight to her bedside drawer, hunting around inside of it by feel alone, her hand finally clasping around the cold metal barrel of a gun—the one that Alex had given her, along with instructions to shoot him if he ever came near her.
 
   Well, she had no plans to shoot him, at least not today, but would have no qualms about doing so to the men on the other side of the door.
 
   A loud crack had her whirling around, the weapon raised in her hands, pointing unwaveringly at the large fracture that appeared in the middle of her door.  With another loud thump a second hole appeared, and she instinctively pulled the trigger.
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   “Damn,” she cursed, fiddling around with the weapon in the dark, looking for the safety catch that Alex had pointed out to her days earlier.  “What I wouldn’t give for my fusion pistol.  This antique is a piece of junk.”  She finally managed to find the side mounted safely and switched it to the firing position.  Once again, she pointed the weapon at the door and pulled the trigger.  Still unused to the recoil, the shot went high, but the large calibre, steel jacketed round, still travelled all the way through the door.  As the last echoes of the gunshot reverberated around the house, everything went still.
 
   “Excuse me, is anybody hurt?” she called out sweetly, her finger tightening around the trigger.
 
   “You crazy bitch,” a voice screamed from the other side of the door.  “You almost killed me.”
 
   “My mistake,” she replied coolly, adjusting her aim in the direction of the voice.  Emptying the rest of the clip into the door and surrounding wall.
 
   *****
 
   Alex looked on in complete astonishment as everything went white in front of him.  For a brief moment he thought perhaps that he had died and gone to Heaven, except he was certain that he would be heading in the other direction—straight to Hell.  Hence, he dismissed the absurd idea, as soon as he thought of it.
 
   It was only when long, jagged cracks started to appear in the pane of glass that he realised what had happened.  The glass separating this office from the others was obviously bulletproof and had miraculously stopped the first salvo of bullets.  It was also clear from the way that it was cracking that it wouldn’t stop the next barrage, hence instinctively he ducked back behind Rifkin’s desk.
 
   It was only a moment later the glass did explode inwards, showering them both with fragments, the bullets that followed close behind all going high.
 
   “Friends of yours?” he called out loudly to Rifkin, who, although only crouching a few feet away, he had to shout to be overhead by the thunderous roar of the guns.
 
   “Disgruntled customer,” Rifkin shouted back.  “Perhaps you would like to discuss their complaint with them?  After all it’s you that they’re most dissatisfied with.  It was a contract killing remember, and they were most insistent upon a corpse.”
 
   Suddenly everything went still, the only sound the occasional spent shell case hitting the floor, as even with an extended clip, firing at six hundred rounds per minute was going to empty any clip in short order.
 
   “Sure,” Alex agreed, surging to his feet.  “Let me respond to this grievance.”
 
   Bringing his fusion pistol to bear, he took aim at the first gunman, the one at the front of the line.  Snapping off a shot, the beam flashed, lasting less than a millionth of a second, but in that time it covered the short distance, passing cleanly through the gunman, as if he was as insubstantial as a ghost, piercing the wall behind him, then the next and finally the next.  By then Alex was already shifting his aim, targeting the next gunman in the line, and the next.  He was dimly aware of simultaneous shots coming from beside him, as Rifkin similarly took aim, working down the line of gunmen, in the other direction.
 
   The gunmen were still frantically trying to reload, before they even realised their monumental mistake.  For having lined up, each abreast of the other, ensuring that all had an unimpeded line-of-fire, they were also now lined up like sitting ducks.  It was a mistake that the two seasoned combat veterans didn’t hesitate in taking advantage of.  The two of them ducking back under cover a few seconds later, as their remaining attackers finished reloading and the sound of gunfire resumed.
 
   “It was a good thing that I installed that bulletproof glass,” Rifkin commented, sliding a fresh clip into his pistol.  “Twice now it has saved my life.”
 
   “This a regular occurrence for you then?” Alex muttered.  “Somehow I’m not surprised.  I’d only known you for a few minutes and had wanted to shoot you.”
 
   “We’ll be fine,” Rifkin replied.  “They’ve got no cover out there, it’s just a question of time before they run out of ammunition.  I, on the other hand, always come prepared.”  He slid open one of the draws of his desk, revealing dozens upon dozens of spare clips.
 
   “You really haven’t changed one bit, you know that, right?” Alex sighed, but before he could explain, once again everything fell eerily quiet.
 
   “Let’s go,” Rifkin urged, about to get to his feet, but Alex caught him by the forearm first.
 
   “No.  Wait.  Something’s not right,” Alex cocked his head, listening carefully.  That was when he heard it, a clatter of metal hitting another hard surface, the floor perhaps?  This was followed by a clash as something bounced over their heads, finally coming to a rest at their feet.
 
   Alex and Rifkin exchanged horrified glances, before both instinctively dived forward trying to catch the grenade in time.  Alex was slightly quicker, managing to grasp the grenade, when Rifkin landed on top of him, knocking the air from his lungs and the grenade from his hands.
 
   “Got it,” Rifkin exclaimed in an exalted tone of voice, brandishing it in the air above both of their heads like some sort of trophy.
 
   “Great,” Alex wheezed, still trying to catch his breath.  “Now go ahead and swallow it.  I hope you choke on it too.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Do something with it you idiot.  Get rid of it, before it goes off.”
 
   “Oh right.  Good point.”
 
   Alex could only sigh, wondering which of them was the greater fool.  Rifkin for waving around a live grenade, or himself, for walking eyes wide open into this obvious trap.  He should have done like his counterpart in the journal, stayed at home and lived to a ripe old age.
 
   *****
 
   With a click the clip ran dry, and not for the first time.
 
   Alex in his infinite wisdom had demonstrated to her how to reload the pistol, without giving her any spare clips, or telling her where she might find new ones.  So, as she had already done many times before, Jessica casually discarded the pistol, reaching into a large, particularly ugly vase, and pulled out another.
 
   Whoever said that cleaning wasn’t good for the soul?
 
   For her it had been good for both body and soul, as over the past few days she’d come across dozens, just like this one, hidden in every conceivable nook and cranny.  They were a health and safety nightmare and she had already vowed that Alex would have to remove every last one of them, before she would permit any visitors.  What possible reason could he have for needing all of them?  It wasn’t as if a band of marauding bandits were going to descend upon the house…well, perhaps in this instance it was, but surely this didn’t happen all the time?
 
   Jessica had left one man, wounded, outside her bedroom door, where one of the bullets had passed cleanly through his shoulder.  He wasn’t going anywhere and, having taken his pistol and casually tossed it out the nearest window, was not much of a threat.  She had easily found the second—she just had to follow Lucifer’s growling.  Ewan, as the others had called him was in the living room, prostrate on the ground, trembling, with Lucifer standing over him, teeth bared, centimetres from the man’s throat.  Like the first, he was certainly not going anywhere, which left the third and final one.
 
   “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” she called, taking a couple of steps in his direction.  Raising her pistol, she aimed it down the corridor where she had last seen him running.  Jessica fired a couple of rounds and the massive shells punched gaping holes in the plaster, all along the length of the corridor.
 
   Upon reaching the end of it, she stuck her gun around the corner, emptying the rest of the clip.  She could hear the sound of glasses, vases, tables and chairs exploding under the withering gunfire.  Behind her she had left a similar trail of destruction, from smashed doors, shattered windows to bullet-ridden rooms.  Jessica didn’t give any of it a second thought, so incensed at the memory of that man pointing a gun at Lucifer and insisting on the others to shoot her.  She was certainly going to have strong words with him about that, assuming that he was still alive to hear them. Dead or alive, she didn’t really care.  She couldn’t remember the last time that she’d ever felt such heart-stopping fear.  The mess she could clean up later, but first she would catch the last gunman and make him pay—dearly.
 
   Tossing the now empty pistol aside, she reached under a side table withdrawing yet another one that had been taped underneath.  Jessica quickly glanced round the corner and took note of the figure disappearing through a pair of adjoining doors.  Whistling jovially, she side-stepped the trail of destruction and followed the fleeing figure.
 
   Alex had warned her against having any houseguests or getting into trouble.  Well, she was just doing as he had asked.  As these were mostly definitely unwanted houseguests and it wasn’t the least bit of trouble to get rid of them all.
 
   *****
 
   The resulting explosion shook the room.  The light was blinding, the noise worse, like a dozen express trains all passing in a single moment.
 
   Alex had to shake his head before he could focus, disorientated by the intensity of the blast.  Struggling to his feet he turned round to a scene of devastation, even he, immune to the horrors of war had to look away.  For in the enclosed space of the room the explosion had been magnified and the resulting injuries gruesome in the extreme.
 
   “Javier!” Rifkin bellowed from beside him.  “You promised me that you would spare me if I offered him up to you.”
 
   Alex swung round, just in time to see a figure duck out of the main entrance to the offices.  He only had a fleeting impression of the man, as their gazes had locked for only a fraction of a second.  Tall, with blond hair and eyes as blue as the ocean.  Alex jolted with a start, as if he’d touched an electrified wire and something seemed to pass between the two of them, almost akin to recognition.  Which was strange, as Alex knew he had never laid eyes on the man before, because he would have remembered a face like that.
 
   “Javier huh?” Alex glowered at Rifkin.  “What happened to Smith?”
 
   “Uh, Javier Smith?” Rifkin replied innocently.
 
   Growling in disgust, Alex jumped through the shattered window, the sound of glass intermixed with blood crunching underfoot as he dashed after the fleeing figure.  He had some questions that he wanted to ask and it seemed that this Javier was the one most likely to have the answers.  Sliding to a stop, just before the door that Javier had disappeared through only moments before, Alex turned round to face Rifkin once more.  “Don’t go anywhere.  You still owe me a lot of money.”
 
   “Of course, I’ll remain right here until—”
 
   Whatever else he was going to say was cut-off, mid-sentence, by the flash of the fusion beam, striking him squarely in the chest.  He toppled backwards, striking the floor, motionless.
 
   “Damn right you will,” Alex muttered.  “I’m not in the mood for chasing you both down.” Certain now that Rifkin wouldn’t be going anywhere, Alex stepped through the door, which was almost the last thing he ever did.
 
   It was only a flash of movement from the corner of his eye that saved his life, diving to the ground, as a hail of bullets passed through the space that he’d been occupying only moments before.  His fusion pistol flashed back in response, firing almost involuntary, an extension of himself and his thoughts.  But his quarry appeared to have reflex actions that matched his own, ducking back behind the cover of a doorway, the beam flashing past him.
 
   Before he’d even caught his breath, Alex was up and running after him.  Sliding along the polished floor, this time taking no chances as he passed the doorway, his fusion beam reaching out once again—but his prey had disappeared.  The sound of footsteps further down the corridor had him sprinting in that direction, but before he could reach the junction he ran smack into two more people.  These two must have come from the same troop of gorillas as the last bunch, as taken by surprise at Alex’s sudden appearance, they were slow to react.
 
   Alex rammed an elbow into the throat of the first and the man dropped to the floor clutching it in agony.  The second managed to pull a heavy pistol free from a shoulder holster, but Alex was able to catch hold of his wrist, deflecting the first round up and away from his face.  With both of them struggling for the pistol, Alex was forced to let his own drop to the floor as the two of them fought back and forth over the weapon.  The man was extremely strong, taking Alex by surprise and he was forced to duck as another round exploded from the pistol, almost taking his head off.  Fortunately, the shot gave him a brief reprieve and using one hand to continue to deflect the pistol, drew his other hand back and, making a fist, rammed it into his attacker’s face.  The blow had almost no effect and, with time quickly running out, Alex drew his arm back once again, unleashing a massive blow.  With a crack and spray of blood, the man’s nose broke.  Three more quick successive blows and the man collapsed to the floor, unconscious.
 
   Still, by then it was far, far too late.  Alex checked all the adjoining corridors, but Javier had long since disappeared.  He quickly debated attempting to rouse one or both of the men he had incapacitated, but he recognised hired thugs when he saw one and knew that neither of them would have any useful information.
 
   Picking up his fallen pistol, Alex turned round, heading back in the direction of Rifkin’s offices.  If nothing else he would get his money back, hopefully then the entire trip wouldn’t have been a complete waste of time.
 
   *****
 
   Jessica stepped into the room, swinging the pistol right, then left, this time hesitant to just spray gunfire around the room—for this was Alex’s library and the room had sentimental value to the both of them.  For she felt that it was here that they had finally reached some sort of understanding, or perhaps truce was a better term.  For while they both came from backgrounds light years apart, they still seemed to have a lot in common, with a love of reading and history, just two of them.  Anyway, some of the books were almost five hundred years old and she was loathed to risk damaging even one of them.
 
   Distracted by her thoughts and concern for the contents of the room, her concentration wavered for a moment and that hesitation proved to be her downfall.  As having failed to check carefully, she took a step further into the room.  She was a second too slow to register the motion of somebody behind her, when once again an arm slipped around her throat, the nauseous breath and smell once again causing her to gag, as she was pulled sharply back against the very man she had been pursuing.  But this time it was different, just him and her, with nothing to stop her using all the advantages that she’d been born with.  For some reason, the thought of picking up this man by the throat and choking the very life out of him, felt very appealing.
 
   However, the man must have felt her start to tense and tutted under his breath.  “None of that now,” he said at the same time raising his pistol, tapping the point of the barrel against her brow.  “I saw what you did to poor Ewan and don’t need a replay.  If I even so much as feel you start to move, I’ll blow your pretty head off and that would be such a waste…” He ran the barrel of the gun against her cheek, along the length of her throat, caressing her with the cold metal.
 
   Jessica couldn’t help but flinch, dropping her pistol in the process, which just made him laugh even louder.
 
   “Not so confident now are you?” he gloated.  “I’m willing to bet that you’ll fetch a pretty penny in the whore markets, that’s if Greystone doesn’t cough-up the coin first.  Somehow I think he’ll pay handsomely for your return, but first I’ll sample the wares as such.”  He chuckled nastily as if finding the situation incredibly humorous.
 
   Having overheard Mary and Alex talking, prior to his departure, Jessica wasn’t entirely certain that Alex could afford food, let alone her ransom, but thought it best not to share that little nugget of information.  Instead she rolled her eyes at his blatantly suggestive and, equally absurd, threat.
 
   “What is it with you men out here, on this washed up, backwards planet.  So far I’ve been kidnapped, imprisoned and ransomed—and that’s just Lord Greystone.  Soon I’m really going to lose my patience with the lot of you.”
 
   “You Lords and Ladies, always looking down your nose at the rest of us, we’re nothing more than your slaves,” the man sneered. He tightened his grip on her throat, until she struggled for breath, seeing stars at the corner of her vision.  “Well, you’re all nothing but talk,” he growled lowering the pistol further, until it reached her knee, before drawing it back up, along with the hem of her short nightgown, the only one that Mary could find.  “Perhaps it’s now time to put your mouth to a better task,” he ogled suggestively.
 
   Jessica was about to prise his hand from her throat, rip it off and then crush every last breath from his body, pistol or no pistol to her head, when suddenly there was a muffled cry from behind and the man slumped against her.
 
   “He should take his own advice,” a voice drawled out, “and shut up.  Told you I’d arrive, just at the right time—” Sheriff Abercrombie pronounced in such a voice, that Jessica knew without having to turn round he was smirking.  “But I’m not going to help you clean up this mess.  I’m the sheriff, not a housemaid, and I’m telling you now that Alex is going to be mad.  You know what he said about no parties while he was away.”
 
   Having not given a second thought to the damage to the house that she’d wrought in her pursuit of the thieves, her eyes opened wide in horror.  The sheriff was right of course; Alex was going to be furious.
 
   *****
 
   Trudging wearily down the corridors of his home, Alex was absolutely livid.  The entire trip had been a complete and utter waste of time.  He hadn’t found any answers to the questions that he had sought and, furthermore, Rifkin had already spent every last credit of the advance that belonged to him.
 
   Five million credits, in the span of a single week.  Gone.
 
   It beggared belief that one man could actually spend so much in such a short period of time.  Yet, when he’d demanded to know where it had all gone, Rifkin had shrugged. “Booze, gambling, women.  What else is there?”
 
   At that point all restraint deserted him and he had shot him, point-blank, for the second time.  What else could he have done?  Unfortunately, his subconscious must have felt that he still owed Rifkin some sort of debt, for instead of vaporising him, much as he intended, it just knocked him unconscious, again.  Alex had spent the next few minutes putting the boot in, literally, before leaving.  At least the loathsome man would have a few sore ribs to remember him by.
 
   So engrossed in his thoughts about the utter failure of the trip, he paid little attention to his surroundings and blinked in surprise upon arriving in his study.  He had planned on numbing the pain of the past few days with a strong drink, but instead found himself far from alone, instead surrounded by almost a dozen people, some milling around righting overturned furniture, many tramping in and out, taking notes, others still photographing every square inch of the room.
 
   Alex blinked.  When had his private retreat turned into a complete circus?
 
   Eyes narrowing dangerously, he could only think of one reason, or more specifically, one person.  It was official he was going to kill her; she would have to be returned to her family in a closed casket.  Looking around for his intended victim, he finally spotted her through the crowd, with her back to him, seated in her now usual spot next to the bay windows.
 
   “Jessica!” he snapped, all thought of formal address and etiquette going out of the already open window.  “What on Arcturus is going on here?”
 
   Jessica meanwhile spun around, stumbling to her feet so quickly that Alex had to reach out to steady her in case she fell.  Her face paled at the sight of him, eyes wide, darting first one way then the other, as if looking for an escape route.  “I didn’t realise that you would be back so soon, look I can explain everything…” she faltered.
 
   Whatever else she said was drowned out as she lifted her face, and the dawn rays illuminated the red mark on her face.  It stood out glaringly against her otherwise pale cheeks.  Mouth falling open in disbelief, Alex ran his eyes down from her face, fixing on her neck where a pair of livid bruises were clearly visible, consisting of a motley collection of colours; yellow, black and blue.  With eyes still fastened on her injuries, he reached out a trembling finger touching her chin, angling her face further towards the light so he could see the extent of her injuries better.
 
   “Who did this to you?” he barked, eyes blazing, teeth grinding from the incandescent rage that had abruptly taken hold of him.
 
   “—What?” Jessica came to an abrupt halt, aware that he hadn’t heard a single word she had said.
 
   “Who.  Did.  This?  Where are they?” he demanded a second time, his voice pitched low.
 
   “Oh, I see,” she blinked, surprised at the question.  “Don’t concern yourself about them.  The sheriff has them all under lock and key, in your reception room.”
 
   “What reception room?  I don’t have a reception room.”
 
   “Oh, yes, well you do now,” Jessica replied with a forced smile.  “It’s just off the main entrance hall, you used it as a storage closet, but it’s really a very beautiful room, as the morning sunlight shines right through the—” she stumbled to a halt when it again became obvious that he wasn’t listening, as he’d already turned his back on her.  “Where are you going?” she called out after him.
 
   “To repay those who broke into my home and attacked you.  For you’re under my protection and nobody hurts what belongs to me.  It’s going to be a short, sharp punishment and they’ll never repeat it—the dead can’t reoffend.  Stay here,” he growled, before stalking from the room.
 
   Jessica blinked.
 
   *****
 
   “…and nobody hurts what belongs to me.”
 
   The words reverberated inside her head.  So Alex had already decided that she belonged to him now, did he?  Well, she would see about that.  Anyway, if anybody was going to be inflicting bodily harm on those heinous individuals then it would be her, not him.  Ever since the sheriff had arrived, she’d been working herself up into such a state, worrying what Alex’s reaction would be on his return, but to simply be dismissed out of hand?  She could already feel her temper start to boil over.  She would show him that she wasn’t beholden to anybody.
 
   Stepping out of the study, she observed his rapidly retreating form vanishing down the corridor in the direction of the main entrance and their newest addition to the house.  Hurrying to catch up with him, she cursed her overly large boots and after stumbling in them twice, she eventually gave up and kicked them off, instead chasing Alex, barefoot, down the hall.  She was just in time to observe the deputy that the sheriff had placed at the entrance to the reception room, step aside, to let Alex pass.  She could hardly blame him, having been on the receiving end of his ferocious glare already that evening.
 
   Sheriff Abercrombie, however, was a different matter entirely.  He was not going to be intimidated and, most definitely, was not going to step aside.  Which relieved Jessica so much, that was, until she caught the tail end of their conversation.
 
   “I’m the law here, and I’m not going to allow you to take it into your own hands,” the sheriff insisted.
 
   “No,” Alex shook his head violently.  “You’re the law out there,” he pointed in the direction of the entrance hall.  “And you do so with my tacit understanding and agreement that I don’t interfere with how you do things, out there, but here, in my own home, I’m the law and once I’ve finished with them, and thrown their carcasses out the door, you’re more than welcome to them.  Until then, get out of my way!”
 
   “Listen to yourself,” the older man persisted.  “You’re acting as if you’re one of them now.  Judge, jury and executioner.  You’re not like them, you’re better than this.”
 
   “In this you’re completely and utterly wrong, for I’m exactly like them.  Now stand aside, or I’ll make you.  Decide quickly, for my patience is fast wearing thin.”
 
   For the longest time the two of them stared at each other, a clash of wills, with seemingly neither of them willing to back down.  Finally, the sheriff’s eyes momentarily flickered to hers and then, with a knowing smile, he took a step back, raising his hands as if in surrender.  “Fine, do as you wish.  But remember their blood is on your hands, not mine.”
 
   With that he took a step aside, allowing Alex to pass, much to Jessica’s incredulity.  If anybody could talk some sense into Alex, she thought it would have been him, as they seemed to have a close, unlikely friendship that she didn’t fully understand.  Well, if somebody had to make him see sense, then it would have to be her.  With a little luck she would have to hit him over the head with it, repeatedly.
 
   She would certainly enjoy that.
 
   Suddenly, she realised that she’d better get on with it, as time was rapidly running out for the three men, bound hand and feet, kneeling in the middle of the room.  Alex stalked them, like death itself, fusion pistol already in hand and raised it until it was level with the forehead of the first.  A single thought all that separated the man from this life and the next.
 
   “Alex!” her cry echoed around the room and the word brought them a brief respite, for it wasn’t until she’d said the word, she realised that it was the first time that she’d ever voiced his given name out loud.
 
   The surprise was clearly etched on his face, as he turned to face her, the pistol wavered slightly, but still pointing at the man’s head.
 
   Now that she finally had his attention, she frantically grasped at what to say next.  “Don’t do this.  They,” she waved a hand in the direction of the bound and gagged men, “threatened to do the very same to me.  You’re not like them, you’re better than this.”
 
   “You seem to have some mistaken idea that I give a damn about what you think.  You have put me on a pedestal that I neither want, nor care for.  I have tried being honest, decent and truthful, and lost everything because of it.  There is no justice in this world, or the next.  As for the Gods?  I’ve already stood in judgement before them, and I promise you that justice was not served.  There is only one person that you can rely upon, yourself, and you never doubt yourself.  You make your decision and move on.  Only fools, or the dead, dwell in the past and I’m neither.”
 
   “Fine,” Jessica exclaimed, exasperated.  “You want to go and kill them, go ahead.  But just remember that I’m not going to help you clean up the mess in here.  I’ve only just finished decorating and, furthermore, I’m absolutely not going to help you dispose of the bodies.”
 
   “You’re going to throw my words, back in my face?” Alex said, lips quivering in a smile.
 
   “They seemed to work well enough for you.  Or is that all they were?  Just meaningless words, sacrificed on the altar of your own good intentions.”
 
   Alex meanwhile was rubbing his chin thoughtfully, staring at her intently, deep in contemplation.  “You’re the one that was wronged, what would you have me do?”
 
   “An eye for an eye and a cheek for a cheek.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Alex smirked, “But let me do the honours.  You’ve got to allow for my injured pride.  Your wounds might be more visible, but trust me when I say that mine equally sting.”
 
   With that he spun around, slamming his fist into the cheek of the man at his feet.  The force of the blow toppled him to one side and everybody winced at the sound of his head bouncing off the floor.
 
   “Have you now finished with this overpowering display of male testosterone?” she sniped impatiently.
 
   “Yep,” Alex replied unperturbed as he breezed past her.  “Nice speech by the way, but it really wasn’t necessary.  I could hardly shoot all three of them now, could I?  What with you looking on—barefoot.  You look like some sort of wild Nymph that’s just escaped from a fairy tale.  Cute toenails by the way.”
 
   His parting comment had the unfortunate effect of causing everybody in the room to turn to glance at her bare feet, with hardly more than one concealed smile.
 
   *****
 
   “Ouch!  That hurts.”
 
   “Sorry,” muttered Alex.  “You know this would be a lot easier if you didn’t keep fidgeting.”
 
   “What is it?  It reeks.”
 
   “Something that Mary concocted.  I’m not entirely sure what it’s made of.  Frankly, I thought it best not to ask.  However, I’ve used it plenty of times before, it’s a mild anaesthetic and will bring down the swelling and speed your recovery.”
 
   “Get involved in many fights, do you?” Jessica teased, hissing when he applied the foul smelling salve onto her cheek.
 
   “Not really, but when I do I’ve often got enough good sense to know when to duck.”
 
   Jessica just snorted, ignoring the remark, but after a few minutes the silence started to become intolerable.  “So where did you go?” she blurted out the question that had been nagging at her ever since his departure.
 
   “It’s a long story,” came back the terse reply.
 
   “I’m not going anywhere, why do you have a pressing engagement?”
 
   “Fine,” Alex sighed, recounting the events that had transpired on Babylon Station, purposefully averting his gaze as he did so.  He had no wish to see the disdain in her eyes at his abject failure.  Yet, by the time he had finished the story and having not received any comment, he risked a glance in her direction.
 
   She was biting her cheek, trying in vain to supress her laughter.
 
   “What’s so funny?” he demanded.
 
   “You,” she chortled, a smile threating to engulf her face.  “It’s just that you have the most remarkable friends, not enough that he set you up to get killed, but he also had to swindle you in the process.  Is there anybody you know that doesn’t want you dead?”
 
   “That depends,” he shot back.  “If you still want me dead?  As John mentioned you said something to that effect…”
 
   “I was more than a little put out with you at the time,” Jessica replied waving her hand dismissively.  “Having spread the nasty rumour that I was a raging lunatic…” lapsing into silence once again, but this time it felt different, almost comfortable.  “So what are we going to do now?” she finally asked.
 
   “We?” Alex snorted.
 
   “Well, correct me if I’m mistaken, but it seems that somebody very much wants us both dead.”
 
   “I’m not deluding myself into thinking I can protect you all by myself.  I can swallow my pride for long enough to admit that I, we, need help.  I know some people—”
 
   “More friends of yours?” Jessica rolled her eyes.  “Just what we need, more people trying to kill us.”
 
   “Colleagues,” Alex continued on, ignoring her.  “Ex-colleagues to be more specific, they won’t want to help, but they owe me.  Once I remind them of that, then they’ll help us.”
 
   “You trust these people?”
 
   “Yes, they’ll never betray us.  If, for no other reason, than the only person they could betray us to, they hate, even more than me.”
 
   “You know the strangest people,” she shook her head in astonishment.  “When do we leave?”
 
   “There you go with that we again.  I’ll leave in the morning, you stay here, where it’s safe.”
 
   “Safe?” Jessica scoffed.  “You’ve got some peculiar ideas about what’s safe.  Considering a group of thieving criminals ran, amok, through your own home, only yesterday.”
 
   “No, it’s too dangerous,” Alex shook his head stubbornly.  “I’ll have another word with John, either he or one of his deputies can remain here with you.”
 
   “It wasn’t John, or one of his deputies, that swore to keep me safe.  So you’re going to break your word now, are you?”
 
   Alex opened his mouth about to retort, before snapping it shut, grinding his teeth together in frustration.
 
   Having had little sleep the night before, Jessica found herself being gently lulled to sleep by the warmth of the fire and the plush, deep-seated sofa.  “Wake me when it’s time for us to depart,” she sighed, snuggling deeper into the cushions.  Comfortable and safe, with Alex seated beside her.
 
   It would take more than a band of marauding thieves to get past him.
 
   Resigned to the fact that she had got the better of him, again, Alex watched with mouth agape, as her eyes grew heavy, her breathing evening out.  Even more shocked when her head hit his shoulder, along with the soft sounds of her snoring.  Not wishing to wake her, he gently withdrew the fusion pistol from his coat.  Letting it rest on a side table, still easily within reach.  Before reclining back in the sofa, he let her head rest on his chest.  Propping his feet up on the low lying coffee table, he ran his hands through her sable locks, amazed at their softness, like silk to the touch.
 
   Without even realising it, for the first time in many days, he let his own eyes drift shut, embracing the exhaustion that engulfed them both.  Lying in each other’s arms, with the flames from the open fire sending the shadows fleeing from the room.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Interlude.
 
    
 
   The door was thrust open so violently that it rattled on its hinges.  It was promptly slammed shut, just as quickly, the emissary leaning back against the now closed door, breathing heavily.
 
   Unblinking yellow eyes observed the scene with something akin to curiosity.  The master couldn’t remember the last time that his emissary had entered with anything more than a hair out of place.  But this time the air of confidence and general superiority had completely vanished, instead the man reeked of fear, and yet the master hadn’t even raised a hand against him.
 
   The master went back to stirring the fireplace, until the flames leapt higher and higher, casting long shadows across the length of the room.  The poker was white hot by the time the master withdrew it from the flames and, holding it up to his face, he could feel the heat radiating from it.
 
   “You bring news of your search, I presume?” the master drawled unhurriedly.  Based on the expression on his emissary’s face, the master doubted that it would be good news.  He returned the poker to the fire, twirling it just above the flames, where the heat was hottest.
 
   “We discovered that the intermediary withheld the initial funds from the mercenary for the contract.  It seemed safe to assume that the mercenary would return for the money, therefore we laid a trap, for both of them.”
 
   “I take it things didn’t go according to plan?” the master enquired dryly. 
 
   “Unfortunately not, my Lord.  Most of your men died.”
 
   The master shrugged, unconcernedly.  Men dying for him weren’t new and didn’t particularly bother him.  He’d long since found out that there were many more where they’d come from.  “What of the mercenary, and the go-between?”
 
   “Gone.  Vanished.  Both of them.”
 
   The master didn’t reply for a long time, but instead tightened his grip on the poker, waving it backwards and forwards through the hottest part of the flame.  He was reminded that this wasn’t the first time that his emissary had come to him, reporting failure.  Intriguingly both times had involved this unnamed mercenary… “That is all you have to report?” he asked in an ominous tone.  “I warned you, during our last meeting, the consequences of once again returning, empty-handed.”
 
   “No, my Lord.  I bring further news that I know will interest you.  During the failed attempt on Lady Jessica’s life our man was killed, but so was another.  I managed to intercede, retrieving both bodies, before High-Lord Hadley could investigate further.  I personally oversaw the autopsy of both, in our own facilities.”
 
   “You found some clue?”
 
   “Far more than that, my Lord.  I know that you will personally be interested in the results of the bloodwork.”  With this the emissary took a few hurried steps forward, offering up the report to his master.  He held his breath, observing his master reviewing the document, he knew that he was going to be well rewarded for this, already salivating at the prospect.
 
   Instead the blow came from seemingly nowhere, the edge of the device catching the emissary just under the eye, before it fell to the marble floor of the surrounding fireplace, shattering.  Looking up into the murderous expression of his master, the emissary realised that he’d made a grievous mistake.
 
   “What are these lies?” the master spat, a blood vessel bulging dangerously from his forehead.  “You think to come here, stand in front of me and present these falsehoods as fact?”
 
   “There can be no mistake, my Lord.  I insisted that the technician re-run the tests, three times, the bloodwork is an exact match for—”
 
   The next blow from the master sent the emissary reeling backwards, falling to the floor near his master’s feet.
 
   “These are lies and falsehoods, perpetrated by traitors, trying to sow conflict and discord.  The punishment for either is death.  I expect it to be carried out, immediately.”
 
   “Yes, my Lord,” the emissary stammered.  “I’ll see to it personally.”
 
   “Who else knows of this?”
 
   “Nobody.  I swear, my Lord.  Only the technician that carried out the test, me and you.”
 
   “Then kill the man, his family and all of his co-workers.  Raise the building where he worked to the ground.  Let this be a warning to all who try and tout these kinds of lies.”
 
   “It’ll be done, immediately, my Lord.”
 
   “And what of you, my emissary.  How can I guarantee your silence?  How do I know that it’s not you that’s peddling this sort of sedition?”
 
   “I swear my Lord, I’m your most loyal servant.”  For the first time a hint of fear, and terror, crept into the man’s voice.
 
   “In days of old, a test of will would be insisted upon, to prove a vassal’s fealty to his Lord.  I believe that traditionally a vassal would walk along a bed of red-hot coals to demonstrate his dedication.”  The master glanced at the floor impassively.  “Obviously that is not a viable option, as the carpet is priceless and has been in the family for generations—”
 
   “Thank you, my Lord,” the emissary babbled, grovelling repeatedly.
 
   “—instead,” the master carried on regardless.  “You’ll just have to accede to this test of commitment in another way.”  The master withdrew the white hot, still glowing poker from the fire, turning it to point the tip at his servant.  “Now, I would suggest that you don’t move, as I wouldn’t want you to lose an eye.”
 
   The master raised the glowing tip until it was inches from the man’s cheek.
 
   A bead of sweat ran from the emissary’s forehead as the man remained absolutely still, his gaze fixated on the glowing tip.  The sizzle of burning flesh, mingled with his screams of pain, as the side of his cheek was forever branded with flames.  Starting just under his eye, the scar ran almost to his chin.
 
   A permanent reminder of the painful cost of his failure.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Sergeant-Major Sanderson was the heart, soul and conscience of the 1st Battalion, 104th Space Marine Regiment.
 
   Thus was mostly considered by all, to be totally neurotic.
 
   —From the journal of Lord Alexander Greystone,
 
    
 
   Planet Capella, Alpha Aurigae System
 
    
 
   Jessica drew her thick cloak tighter around herself to ward off the chill.  It was early evening, the sun having set only a few hours earlier, at least according to Alex.  He had totally refused to tell her where they were.
 
   “What does it matter?” he had replied rhetorically.  “It’s not like you’ll ever be coming back here again.”
 
   Silently she had agreed with him as the place looked forbidding, to say the least.  The street they were currently standing on was totally deserted.  The shops that lined both sides of the street were closed, many completely boarded up.  A jeweller's window had been smashed open, and a number of gold chains and a watch lay scattered on the pavement.  Other buildings just appeared empty and abandoned.  The few streetlights that still worked hardly cut through the gloom, instead casting forbidding shadows.  A sliver of moonlight caused her to crane her neck upwards, but all she could see were dark clouds racing overhead.  As quickly as it had first appeared, the moon vanished, once again consumed by the storm clouds.
 
   “What happened here?” she asked, shivering involuntary.
 
   “Change,” Alex replied softly.  “The passing of something old, for something new.  I remember this street well, there used to be restaurants all along it, many open late into the night.  Music, dancing and laughter.  Now there is none of that, only stillness and this ghostly quiet.  Change is rarely for the better.”
 
   “Why, what changed?”
 
   “An old man died and suddenly light turned to darkness, laughter to tears, joy to fear and now there is nothing left, but memories,” Alex whispered, seemingly lost in the past.  “Come.  It’s not safe to linger out here, monsters now stalk these streets after dark.”  With that chilling warning he caught her arm, hurrying them both across the street, until they stood in front of one of the many darkened shops.
 
   Alex rapped lightly on the glass door, but beyond the closed blinds, she could see very little.  Nothing stirred.  After a minute of waiting Alex knocked again, but more firmly this time.
 
   “Perhaps nobody is at home,” Jessica whispered nervously.  “We should come back later, during the day, when it’s open.”
 
   “He’s in there all right, I can feel him,” Alex grunted.  “He’s just busy debating the pros and cons of answering the door.  He’s just hoping that we’ll leave before he has to make a decision.” With that he banged loudly on the door, this time hard enough to rattle the doorframe.
 
   This finally brought a response, as the blinds twitched and a hoarse voice whispered.  “Go away, we’re closed.”
 
   “Open the damn door, or I’ll kick it in,” Alex growled.
 
   Nothing happened for a moment and Jessica feared that the proprietor had left when, with a clunk, scrape and rattle of multiple locks, the door started to edge slowly open.
 
   Alex obviously was not prepared to wait that long.  Getting a foot between the gap in the door and then using his shoulder, he shoved it wide open.  The dark portal that suddenly loomed ahead of them seemed no more welcoming than the street behind, and she hesitated, but only for a moment, as once again Alex caught her elbow, pulling her in before slamming the door shut behind them.
 
   With the door closed and the blinds still firmly shut, the darkness inside was absolute.  Jessica instinctively tightened her grip on Alex’s arm, not having a clue what faced them.  She could feel Alex fumbling around in the dark, obviously looking for something, and with a faint, “Ah ha,” light suddenly materialised above them.  She blinked away the bright spots that obscured her vision, and her jaw dropped open in astonishment.  Of all the things that she expected to see, this had never even made the list.  For she found herself surrounded by patchwork fabrics, ribbons of the brightest colours, balls of twine and buttons.  It was as if somebody had sneezed and sprayed colours in every direction.  She didn’t know what to say, speechless, trying to find the right words, but Alex beat her to it.
 
   “Charming.  Love what you’ve done with the place.  I always told you that you were a purveyor of many things, but you’ve gone beyond even my wildest imaginings here.  Are those really pink bow ties?” he exclaimed in astonishment.
 
   Jessica blinked, wondering whom Alex was addressing, before reminding herself that somebody had let them in, so they were not alone.  Her gaze finally came to rest on a short, bespectacled man, resting on his elbows behind a worn serving counter.  Based on the wrinkle lines around his eyes and forehead, he appeared to be in his early fifties.  With his receding hairline and hints of grey visible at the edges, he would have looked like any other shopkeeper on any other planet in the Imperium, assuming that they all worked out like he did.  With his shirtsleeves rolled up above the elbows, the bulging muscles were clearly defined.  Visible on one of his biceps was a tattoo of a bird swooping down, with what looked like a rocket ship caught between its talons.  She had never seen anything like it before and found herself staring at it, enthralled.  Realising that she had been gawking, she glanced up, embarrassed, but it was only then that she realised that the man hadn’t even noticed her, as instead his stare was fixated on Alex.
 
   “Colonel Grey—”
 
   “—stone,” Alex quickly interceded.  “But there is no need for such formality Sanderson, after all we’re old friends, you can just call me Alex.”
 
   “What are you doing here Sir—Alex,” Sanderson quickly corrected, after a sharp look from Alex.
 
   “We need your help,” Jessica quickly intervened, giving the man her most charming smile.  After all, if they needed the man’s help, then it wouldn’t do to antagonise him.  Jessica had since come to the conclusion that Alex antagonised most people, with his presence alone.  Having him speak was superfluous.
 
   “My help?” Sanderson looked perplexed, blinking several times, confused, as if trying to place her.
 
   “Well, you see, it’s like this, and please bear with me, as I know it sounds totally ridiculous, but it’s completely true nonetheless, that well, somebody is trying to kill us.”
 
   “Only one?” Sanderson replied dryly.  “As I could probably name at least a dozen that want Alex dead.  After all he does have a rather extortionate price on his head.”
 
   “He does?”
 
   “I do?”
 
   The questions came from both Jessica and Alex simultaneously, and Sanderson could only look from one to the other with mounting confusion.
 
   “A hundred million,” Sanderson said.  “Dead.”
 
   “Should be twice that by now,” Alex muttered darkly.
 
   “One hundred million,” Jessica echoed weakly, the world spinning for a moment and she had to reach out to a chair to help maintain her balance.  “But you said that you had no idea why anybody was after us,” she turned to face Alex accusingly.
 
   “No,” Alex shook his head.  “I said that I had no idea why anybody would want you dead.  I’ve got a hundred million reasons why somebody would want me dead.”
 
   “By the High-Lords, what did you do to merit—”
 
   “Excuse me,” Sanderson interrupted.  “But just who are you?”
 
   “Lady Jessica Hadley, eldest daughter of High-Lord Hadley.”
 
   “—and betrothed to High-Lord Stanton,” Alex smirked.
 
   The effect on Sanderson was immediate, and striking.  For he suddenly looked in equal parts horrified and terrified, turning a sickly shade of pale.  “High-Lord Stanton’s fiancée,” he echoed making it sound much like a death sentence.
 
   “Yep,” Alex repeated jovially.
 
   But Sanderson’s gaze kept flickering back and forth between the two of them, a crazed look in his eyes, before he abruptly cried out,
 
   “By the High-Lords!  You haven’t got her pregnant, have you?”
 
   *****
 
   Alex could not help but wonder which of them seemed more astonished.  For Sergeant-Major Sanderson, who was neurotic at the best of times, seemed to have swallowed his tongue, while Jessica had a look of absolute horror on her face.  As if she couldn’t believe that Sanderson had actually voiced that question out loud.
 
   “What? No!” she was quick to deny.  “Absolutely not.”
 
   Alex was actually a little hurt by her swift denial.  As if the thought was so repulsive it had never crossed her mind.  It had crossed his mind, more than once and, grinning maliciously, he decided to throw a little extra fuel on the fire.  “Not yet love, but don’t worry, we’ll just have to keep trying.”
 
   If looks could kill, he would have been a smoking cinder right about now, so instead he turned his back on the pair, looking around the room curiously.  For he had been completely accurate with his earlier observation, that it indeed was nothing like what he had imagined.  Sergeant-Major Sanderson was indeed a purveyor of many different things; like eighteen hundred armour-piercing rounds, or a couple of dozen collapsible assault rifles, with no questions asked.
 
   Pink bow ties and ribbons?  Not so much.
 
   He had once read in an old book an idiom about how a leopard doesn’t change its spots.  He had no idea why a leopard would want to change its spots; perhaps it didn’t like their colour?  Still, looking around this room for some reason the phrase leapt to the forefront of his mind.  Obviously business was not brisk, as most of the merchandise was covered in a thick layer of dust, indicating that it had not been touched in a considerable amount of time—all except for one statue.  Bast.  An Egyptian goddess of Earth from what he remembered.  He had read about her once in some obscure book on ancient archaeology, it described all the great, but now extinct Earth Empires: The Romans, the Greeks, the Egyptians.
 
   The French.
 
   “Why don’t I buy you a present, love?  You know, to take your mind off the lack of children,” he called out over his shoulder.
 
   “Sure.  Six feet of sturdy rope would be perfect, dear,” Jessica replied nastily.  “That should be just long enough for me to hang you with.”
 
   “Touché,” Alex murmured.  “So I guess the statue it is.”  He had only just reached out and grasped it, when an urgent, “No,” rang out from across the room.  But purposefully ignoring the startled exclamation he drew the statue closer, not in the least bit surprised to observe that it seemed to be attached to some sort of lever.  With a grinding sound of stone rubbing against stone, the shelves and display tables full of haberdashery slowly retracted back into the walls, to be replaced with row-upon-row of display cabinets.  Unlike the previous merchandise, there was not a trace of dust anywhere on these and they glistened like brand new, which they most probably were.
 
   Pulling one of the rifles from the nearest display case, Alex checked the breech to make sure that it was unloaded, and then cocked it, before pulling the trigger.  The well-oiled firing mechanism worked perfectly and the click echoed throughout the now silent room.
 
   “A parallel line of business, Sanderson?” Alex enquired mildly.
 
   “I can explain,” Sanderson quickly rallied.
 
   “I’m sure that you can,” he replied dryly.  “As I always remember you had a good explanation close to hand.  I assume that you have permits for all of these?”
 
   “Most of them.”
 
   “Import/Export Licences?”
 
   “Some.”
 
   “You’ve declared all your earnings before and after tax?”
 
   “A little.  Why?”
 
   Moving towards the window, Alex tweaked the closed blind slightly, so he could peer between the gaps.  “Well,” he voiced out loud.  “In that case you’ve got nothing to worry about.  As I can see at least two dozen heavily armed agents outside, belonging to Public Security, Revenue & Customs, Tactical Assault and Joint Special Operations teams.”
 
   “What!?”
 
   “But as you can explain all of this, I’m sure that you’ve got everything well in hand.”
 
   “They’ll kill me.”
 
   “Now Sergeant-Major, don’t be so melodramatic.  They’ll just ask you a couple of questions, interrogate you some more, torture you a bit further and then they’ll kill you.”
 
   “What am I going to do?  My wife, my children…”
 
   “You’ve got neither, but—”
 
   “But? But what?”
 
   “I suppose I could offer you an exchange.  Your assistance in exchange for your life.  Well?”
 
   “I’m thinking about it.”
 
   “Well, think quicker, as I can pretty much guarantee that this is going to be a once-in-a-lifetime offer, namely your life.”
 
   “Fine.  Whatever.  I agree, now what?”
 
   “You’ve another way out of here?”
 
   “Yes, there’s a back door.  Follow me.”
 
   “Come along, dear,” Alex drawled, catching Jessica by the arm as he passed her by.  “We can come back and you can continue your shopping another time.”
 
   “But this is a genuine original M1911A,” she cried out, holding the pistol in the palm of her hand.  “It was used by all the great generals during their time; Wayne, Eastwood, Schwarzenegger.  It’s a classic,” she moaned, obviously reluctant to part with it.
 
   “Are you sure she’s High-Lord Hadley’s daughter?” Sanderson asked suspiciously.
 
   “I’m sure,” Alex rolled his eyes.  “I think her older brother was a bad influence on her.  That, or she is just a complete hoyden and Lord Hadley has been letting her run wild.”
 
   The sound of a massive crash reverberated around the small shop, interrupting whatever else Alex was going to say, causing the doorframe to rattle ominously.
 
   “Do you mind if we discuss my upbringing, or lack thereof, at another time,” Jessica snapped.  “Let’s get out of here.”
 
   “Follow me,” Sanderson licked his lips nervously, his eyes darting to the door, before turning and fleeing into the back of the shop.  Alex and Jessica followed close behind, but not before she unobtrusively slipped the pistol into the folds of her cloak.
 
   *****
 
   They exited through the back of the shop into a dark, damp, alleyway.  Massive brick walls towered above them on either side, their only way forward via a narrow corridor.  Sanderson immediately turned round and, producing a key from his pocket, started to lock the door behind them.
 
   “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Alex snapped.  “Being burgled should be the least of your worries right now, especially as you’ve got a dozen police crawling all over your place, at this very moment.”
 
   “Sorry, force of habit,” Sanderson shrugged, shoving the key back into his pocket.
 
   Jessica meanwhile looked around, trying to find an alternative escape route.  However, the clouds had now completely blocked out the starlight. Worse, it seemed that with the steady advance of night a thick fog had blown in, curling like smoke around everything until the weak, watery light, from the sole wall light barely cut through the gloom at all.  Suddenly a gust of wind picked up, blowing long strands of her hair in all directions.  It seemed as if a storm was fast approaching.
 
   “Where now?” Jessica demanded.  “I can’t see more than a few feet—”
 
   The low hum and flash of Alex’s fusion pistol illuminated the alleyway for a brief instant, before, with a flash of sparks, their only light was immediately extinguished.
 
   “Correction,” Jessica sighed out loud. “Now I can’t see a thing.”
 
   “Good,” Alex whispered, so close beside her that it made her jump.  “Then neither can anybody else, for I doubt that they would send two dozen heavily armed troopers through the front door and leave the back completely unguarded.  Stay here with Sanderson and I’ll take care of any stragglers.”  With that, the sound of his voice, and physical presence, seemed to disappear into the night.
 
   “I hate it when he does that,” Jessica commented to Sanderson.
 
   “You’ll get used to it,” he grunted reaching into the pocket of his threadbare jacket.  When he withdrew his hand it was grasping a thick cigar, which he promptly bit into, spitting out the butt onto the pavement.  Jessica watched open mouthed in disbelief, as he proceeded to light a match against the side of the alleyway, cupping his hands around the flame to shelter it from the wind, before he proceeded to light the cigar, taking a large puff.
 
   “You sure that’s a good idea?” she asked doubtfully.
 
   “It’s a great idea,” he replied.  “I only give odds of five-to-one against us getting out of here alive.”
 
   A sudden flash of light appeared further down the corridor.  In the swirling mists that surrounded them it appeared transient, a momentary interruption in time, before it was swallowed by the gloom and reality returned to normal.  If you had blinked, you might have missed it, but the brief cry of pain that followed was not so easily dismissed.
 
   “Three-to-one against,” Sanderson remarked, blowing smoke rings into the night sky.  It was difficult to see where the smoke ring ended and the fog began.
 
   “Well, aren’t you going to help him?” she demanded indignantly.
 
   “I’m already helping him,” Sanderson replied nonchalantly.  Upon noting her disbelieving expression, he added, “I’m looking out for you, so the Colonel doesn’t need to worry.  You know, to let him focus on the job at hand.”
 
   “I can see why Alex insisted that we need you,” Jessica added sarcastically.  “I feel safer already.”
 
   “I’m the brains behind the operation, not the brawn.  I leave the running, shouting and shooting to the younger generation.  I’ll have you know I’ve saved the Colonel’s life a dozen times over, via my advice, sage words of wisdom and prior warnings.”
 
   “And has he ever actually listened to any of them?”
 
   Sanderson looked momentarily panicked, before recovering quickly, “Absolutely.”  Still he wouldn’t meet her gaze, instead focusing on the glowing embers from his cigar, grinding them underfoot into the damp concrete.  “I met your elder brother once, long ago,” he suddenly blurted out.
 
   “You did?” she replied surprised, but considering his age she guessed that it was definitely possible.
 
   “He was visiting High Lord Stanton’s eldest daughter; they were betrothed to marry you know, before—” he trailed off, suddenly realising that perhaps this wasn’t the best topic to bring up.
 
   “Before he died you mean?” she finished the sentence for him.  “Yes, I remember.”
 
   “Well, it was during one of these visits when he approached me.  He clapped me on the shoulder, I noticed he did that fairly frequently, and said in that booming voice of his, Private Wilbert Sanderson one day you’ll go far.”
 
   “Wilbert?” Jessica asked, her mouth lifting up at the corners.
 
   “Yes,” Sanderson replied proudly.  “He even remembered my name.”
 
   “I bet that he never forgot it either,” Jessica quipped trying to keep a straight face, but thankful as the conversation took her mind off worrying about Alex, alone out there in the night, battling who knows what demons, only some of them real.
 
   “Everybody liked him,” Sanderson continued, oblivious to her own internal monologue.  “He had charisma in spades, never heard nobody say a bad word ‘bout him.  He was also a real joker; the other boys and I would follow him around just to see what he would do next.  Actually reminds me a lot of Alex.”
 
   “You’ve got to be joking,” Jessica disagreed, “the two are nothing alike.”
 
   “Well not now,” Sanderson quickly agreed.  “But before.  Alex, he used to have a wicked sense of humour, always playing some prank on somebody or another, usually me.”
 
   “Maybe,” she conceded, remembering a couple of occasions with Alex.  “But he’s got the personality of a rock.”
 
   “See how you would feel after being locked away for so long.  Not a single word spoken, living out every day in pitch darkness.  It’s a wonder that the man is still sane, and yet he got you to accompany him here, didn’t he?”
 
   “You wouldn’t believe the lengths I had to go to achieve that,” Jessica muttered, without thinking.
 
   “So you deny that he has any charm, but still, you followed him here.”
 
   She really had no response to that.
 
   *****
 
   As the seconds became minutes, the silence became unbearable.
 
   Unable to see anything in the thick mist, Jessica’s mind started to play tricks on her, as she tried to look for order within the chaos.  She continued to picture Alex out there, the darkness and mist swirling around him, closing in on all sides, constricting him, like a monstrous snake, curling round and around, tighter and tighter.  As if summoned by her thoughts alone, the fog started to merge, spiralling and contorting until she could clearly see the outline of the snake.  Its eyes glowed a deep red, peering out of the mist at her, they seemed to look into her, glowing, hypnotising her as they drew ever closer.  The body of the monster continued to wrap itself around her, until she was surrounded on all sides, tightening, until she could barely breathe.
 
   Eyes wide with terror, her breath coming in short, sharp gasps, she instinctively reached for something to defend herself with.  Her hands tightening around the pistol that she’d slipped into her cloak only a few minutes before, but seemingly a lifetime ago.  Withdrawing the weapon, Jessica was comforted by the weight of it in her hand. She levelled it at the eyes of the beast, the only part that she could clearly see of it as her fingers tightened around the trigger—
 
   Suddenly she felt the pistol wrenched from her grasp.
 
   Swinging round she looked in shock at Sanderson who now held it firmly in his hands.  Compared to her it looked like a small toy in his massive hand.  “Why?” she demanded angrily.
 
   “I don’t think the Colonel would be too happy if you shot him, especially now.  As it looks like he’s cleared us a path,” he said.
 
   Confused, Jessica turned back in the direction of the snake, but it had vanished.  All that remained was the red light.  As it came closer it coalesced into the form of Alex, with his fusion pistol in his hand, beating steadily in time with his heart.  She blinked, remembering the vision, but it was gone.  She looked down at her hands, which only moments before had been firmly holding the weapon that had so nearly ended Alex’s life, but now her hands were far from steady, as she could see them visibly trembling.
 
   “Is everything okay?” Alex asked, looking from one to the other, with obvious concern.
 
   “Yes, everything is fine,” she replied tersely, wordlessly accepting the pistol back from Sanderson.
 
   “Okay,” Alex drew out the word.  “Then our exit route is now clear.  I suggest that we depart before they realise that we’re not hiding somewhere inside and come looking for us.”
 
   “We’re leaving?” Jessica asked, surprised.
 
   “No,” Alex shook his head.  “Now that we’ve found the brains of the operation, it’s time to go and pick up the brawn.  Sanderson, where can we find Corporal Templeton, Private Baracoa and Captain Murdoch?”
 
   “Right now?  Most likely engaging in all acts of vile debauchery, including gambling, drinking, and whoring.  Come to think of it, probably doing all three at once.”
 
   “Good.  Let’s go and join them.  I’m desperately in need of a drink anyway, anything except accursed wine.”
 
   “You can’t take Lady Hadley there,” Sanderson sounded completely aghast.
 
   “Sure we can,” Alex shrugged.  “I expect her brother probably took her to far worse places.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Nobody partied longer and harder than Easy Company, 1st Battalion, 104th Space Marine Regiment.  Literally.  It just wasn’t physically possible, as there are only thirty-two hours in a single day.
 
   —From the journal of Lord Alexander Greystone,
 
    
 
   Upon stepping inside the dark, smoke filled room, Jessica blinked and then blinked again.  It took some time to realise that it wasn’t her eyesight that was the problem, but the lights.  For they kept flashing on and off, in some sort of hallucinogenic effect that played havoc with her senses, turning everything into some sort of crude, stop-start, animation effect.  From what she could make out in the sporadic light the room was packed, with a dozen tables spread out haphazardly in front of some sort of raised dais.  She could make out a few poles, with darkened shapes wrapped indiscriminately around them; it was hard to make out the shapes in the dark, then with a flash of exposed flesh—
 
   She looked away quickly, her cheeks glowing, unable to comprehend what she’d just seen.  Sure, she’d heard about such places, and on an intellectual level knew that they must exist, but to come face-to-face, for some reason her gaze immediately fell on Alex.  For when she had come to an abrupt halt upon entering, he had done likewise, stopping beside her.  Like her he was scrutinising the room, but his gaze didn’t linger for a second on the platform.  She wondered why that pleased her so inordinately.
 
   Catching her inquisitive look, he stepped closer, whispering into her ear, so as not to be overheard.  “Stay close to me at all times and there will be no problems.  You’ll be perfectly safe under my protection, as nobody here would dare challenge me.”
 
   “Why not here?” Jessica replied puzzled.  “Everywhere else we have travelled to, people have wanted to kill you.”
 
   “Here they’ve got better things to do than go around picking fights with those that challenge the Gods themselves.  I’ve picked up a bit of a reputation around these parts.  Half are in awe of me, the other half—” Alex shrugged.  “They just think I’m completely crazy and want nothing to do with me.”
 
   “So how do we go about finding these men that you’re looking for?”
 
   “Just follow the loudest arguing, the fiercest fighting or the largest crowd of onlookers, observing the first two taking place.”
 
   Jessica glanced around, but aside from some quiet, intense, whispered conversations around the tables, and more than one glance in their direction, there seemed precious little of the traits that Alex described taking place.
 
   “And if all else fails,” Alex continued on, unperturbed.  “Just follow the path left by the empty beer bottles.”  Spinning round, he stalked across the room, the crowd melting away in front of him, as if a bubble formed around him, repelling anybody that came too close.
 
   Considering all the mishaps that had occurred over the past few weeks, ever since Alex had materialised in her bedroom, Jessica hurried after him to stay close.  For while both of them were a magnet for trouble, she’d come to observe that when together the effect seemed to negate itself.  Unfortunately, she was so astonished by this revelation she failed to notice that in the meantime he had stopped, and promptly collided into the back of him.
 
   “And hallelujah, what did I tell you, it works every time,” Alex smirked.  “I would like to introduce you to what is left of Easy Company; stronger, braver or more noble warriors you’ll never find.”
 
   Jessica stepped around from behind him to observe the table that Alex had stopped at.  For seated around it, surrounded by empty beer bottles were three men, their heads slumped down on the table, totally oblivious to the world around them.
 
   Unconscious.
 
   “Feeling safer already,” she sighed, resignedly.
 
   “They might not look like it, but these are elite, battle hardened troops, ready to respond to the call of duty at only a moment’s notice.”
 
   “Really?” she replied, looking unconvinced.
 
   “Of course,” he said, affronted.  “Men, on your feet,” he called out loudly.
 
   Nobody moved.
 
   “Attention!” he shouted a little louder.
 
   Something that suspiciously sounded like a snore came from one of the slumped bodies.
 
   “Ready to respond at a moment’s notice, really?” Jessica snorted.
 
   “High-Lord Stanton is outside, with a battalion of his finest,” Alex announced loudly.
 
   The effect was immediate and instantaneous, for the three of them suddenly shot to their feet, as if their chairs were on fire.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Where!”
 
   “How many?”
 
   “Good job men,” Alex nodded in approval.  “The fun is now over, time to get back to work.”
 
   A chorus of groans emanated from the three men, with a lot of muttering and more than one curse in Alex’s direction.
 
   “Ready to respond to the call of battle at a moment’s notice,” Alex smirked at Jessica.
 
   “As long as there isn’t a stiff breeze to knock them back over,” she commented, observing their pale faces and how they seemed to sway alarmingly.
 
   “Just give them a few minutes, and they’ll find their fighting form,” Alex replied.  “While they’re doing that, I’m going to get a drink.  I’ll leave it up to you to do the introductions, after all they already know who I am.  Anyway, I’d kill for a scotch right about now.”
 
   With that Alex wandered off in the direction of the bar.  Leaving her to face three confused men, with expressions ranging from befuddlement to outright fury.
 
   *****
 
   Jessica was still only halfway through greeting the men, having finally managed to extricate herself from Corporal Templeton, who upon being introduced, had attached himself to her side like a barnacle.  Therefore, she had barely finished exchanging pleasantries with Captain Murdoch and Private Baracoa, when they were interrupted by the arrival of a very anxious looking Sanderson.  Since being very worried seemed to be his default state of being, she wasn’t overly concerned.
 
   “Where’s the Colonel?” he asked.
 
   “Alex? He said something about needing a drink, then wandered off in that direction,” she indicated in the approximate direction of the bar.
 
   “We’ve got to find him and quick, we need to get out of here.  Right now.”
 
   “Why?  What’s the rush, we’ve only just arrived?”
 
   “Major Garrett is here.”
 
   “And that’s a problem, why?” she asked perplexed.
 
   “Because he’s sworn, on more than one occasion, that if he ever lays eyes on the Colonel again, in this lifetime or the next, he’s going to kill him.”
 
   “Can somebody please tell me what it is that Alex has done that has resulted in, and I feel fairly confident when I say this, most of the galaxy wishing him dead.  Violently,” she demanded incredulously.
 
   “It’s a long story—”
 
   “I’ve got plenty of time, although Alex definitely has far less, so you might want to give me the abbreviated version.”
 
   “Fine.  Colonel Grey—”
 
   But whatever else Sanderson was going to say was cut off by a shout that ricocheted across the room.  “You bastard!  You’ve got a lot of nerve to ever show your face here again.”
 
   “Too late,” Sanderson sighed, eyes closed resignedly.  “On the bright side,” he carried on nevertheless, “If Major Garrett murders the Colonel that frees me from my obligation to him.”
 
   “Not if I have anything to say about it,” Jessica disagreed.  “He promised to protect me until I returned home and he can hardly do that if he’s dead, can he?  So get out of my way.  I’m going to put a stop to this foolishness.”  With that she pushed passed a stunned Sanderson, in the direction of the bar and the source of the expletive.
 
   Unfortunately, progress was slow going as she had to weave her way through an ever-tightening group of onlookers, all trying to catch a glimpse of the unfolding spectacle.  Therefore, she didn’t arrive in time to witness the first blow, but she had a ringside seat for the subsequent ones.
 
   Alex was already on his knees, hands tightly clutched around his waist, gasping for breath.  Towering over him was a massive figure, who stood head and shoulders above the surrounding crowd.  This was doubly impressive as Jessica had come to notice that this didn’t seem to be an average crowd, from the impressive display of biceps, triceps, and deltoids that were on prominent display, along with an equally extraordinary collection of tattoos, several of which bore a striking similarity to the one which she’d observed on Sanderson.
 
   She was still too far away to hear what the man, Garrett, was saying to him, but whatever it was, Alex shook his head, determinedly.  The result was instantaneous, as Garrett clenched his hand into a fist, swinging wildly, catching Alex under the chin.  The force of the blow lifted him off his feet and sent him sprawling onto his back.  Jessica could see a streak of red blood, running from his mouth.
 
   Wondering how to stop this before it went further, somebody collided into her from behind and she was relieved to see Sanderson, with Templeton, Baracoa and Murdoch, trailing close behind.
 
   “Stop them,” she ordered, turning to face the four of them.  The looks that she received back in response were incredulous.
 
   “Not me,” Templeton refuted, holding up his hands in a defensive gesture.  “I enjoy my good looks and don’t want my face to be rearranged getting between that pair.  They’re going to kill each other but, more importantly, they’ll kill anyone that gets between the two of them.”
 
   A shout from behind had her whirling back round, to observe that Garrett, far from ceasing the assault was now straddled over the prostrate form of Alex, raining down blow after blow onto his face.  The man seemed possessed, a crazed look in his eyes, spittle dripping from his mouth, with each blow that he rained down, he screamed, “Murderer.  My wife.  My son.  My Family.  You killed them all.”
 
   Shouting obscenities, the man seemed to become even more enraged when Alex didn’t attempt to fight back.  He simply lay there, with grim acceptance, wordlessly taking blow after blow.
 
   Meanwhile Jessica was become increasingly frantic, as nobody seemed willing to intervene and put a stop to this, all just watching mutely.  Therefore, without any help, she decided she would have to do it herself.  Reaching into the pocket of her cloak, hand wrapping around the pistol she started to withdraw it—
 
   When for the second time in as many hours, Sanderson’s grip encompassed hers, holding her hand and the weapon tightly in his grasp.  Looking up in shock at him, Sanderson simply shook his head.  “This is none of your business, you’re not to get involved.  This is between the two of them.”
 
   “Are you mad?” she exclaimed in disbelief.  “You said that you're his friend, and you’re simply going to stand aside and watch as the man kills him?”
 
   “You heard what Garrett said.  Have you not considered the possibility that the Colonel wants this?  That he even deserves this? There is no need for us to intervene, as the Colonel doesn’t need our help.  I’ve know the Colonel for almost ten years and I’ve seen him fight; he could end this at any time.  But this is what he wants, this is his punishment for the crimes he committed in the past.”
 
   “What crimes deserve this?” Jessica spat disbelievingly.
 
   “The worst kind, the deaths of not one or two, but hundreds.  Almost everybody in this room has lost somebody from the result of his actions.  For what did he think was going to happen when he challenged the Gods?”
 
   Jessica never got the chance to find out.  For another crack echoed throughout the still room, but this time it wasn’t the result of Garrett’s fist colliding with Alex’s face, but the sound of the door being kicked open.  She looked up to see who had entered, but was dazzled by the light emanating from the open portal.  It was blinding in its intensity and she couldn’t make out anything, not until it dimmed slightly as a dark shadow stepped from the light, quickly followed by two more.  It was only then that she realised that the light was coming from two intensely bright torches, affixed to the barrels of compact submachine guns.
 
   The collective intake of breath, along with a sudden charge around the room, made the hairs on the back of her neck stand upon end.  She realised that this wasn’t a welcome interruption.  This was reinforced when Sanderson took a small step forward, nudging her behind him and she found herself surrounded on all sides by Sanderson, Templeton, Baracoa and Murdoch.
 
   “Who are they?” she whispered.
 
   “Public Security.  Paramilitary.  They report directly to High-Lord Stanton,” Sanderson explained.  “They probably heard the rumour that the Colonel was back on Capella.  Congratulations Lady Hadley, looks like your fiancé has finally got round to rescuing you.  Right after they confirm the identity of the Colonel, then execute him for treason and incitement to rebellion.”
 
   Jessica was stunned, completely at a loss for words.
 
   *****
 
   “I am Prefect Enrico Caruso of Internal Public Security, and I am in charge of this municipality,” the man at the head of the trio announced loudly, glancing around the room with obvious disdain.  “I am looking for a man.  He is an agitator, a terrorist and a wanted criminal.  By proclamation from High Lord Stanton himself, anybody caught offering this man food, shelter or safe harbour will be condemned along with him.  Offer him up to me, however, and I promise that you will be richly rewarded.”
 
   The only response to this declaration was a profound silence.  Like a bottomless well, it seemed to swallow all light and sound.  Leaving nothing but a void in its wake.
 
   “Very well.  Up.  Get off him,” Caruso ordered, glancing down at Garrett.
 
   With a hate filled glance in their direction, Garrett stumbled to his feet, taking a step back from the prostrate form of Alex, still lying dazed on the floor.
 
   “Up,” Caruso ordered again, but this time his gaze remained fixed on Alex.
 
   “Not damn likely,” Alex wheezed.  “I think he broke a couple of my ribs.”
 
   The grunt of pain, as Caruso brutally kicked him in the chest, was enough to make everyone wince, sending Alex into another paroxysm of coughing.
 
   “I’m going to count to three—” Caruso announced threateningly.
 
   “Well, I can count to at least five,” Alex choked back.  “Perhaps you got sent down from school early on account of all your bullying?” The scream from Alex’s lips reverberated around the room, as Caruso stamped down on his hand with the heel of his boot.
 
   “There are two ways we can go about this; either you can submit to my retina scan while you’re still alive or we can take a DNA sample from your corpse.  Either way I will confirm your identity.”
 
   “Is there a third option?  I’m quite susceptible to bribery.  Right about now I’d give you my life story in exchange for an analgesic.”
 
   “I’m not an unreasonable man,” Caruso said, withdrawing a silver plated revolver from a holster at his waist.  “Therefore I’ll offer you up to five chances, for you to change your mind.”  He proceeded to open the breech and dumped five bullets onto the floor, leaving one in the cylinder, then spinning it.  “Last chance to give me your name.”
 
   “Go to hell.”
 
   “There goes your first chance,” Caruso shrugged.  Pointing the revolver at the back of Alex’s head and pulling the trigger.
 
   Click.
 
   *****
 
   Jessica flinched at the sound, easily overheard in the deathly quiet room.  Nobody moved a muscle, scarcely anyone seemed to draw breath, as if the slightest movement might prompt Caruso to once again pull the trigger.
 
   “Do something,” Jessica pleaded, wincing as a few seconds later another click echoed throughout the room, as for the second time the firing pin found an empty chamber.  Her whole body wracked with tremors as she realised that at any second a gunshot could echo, and Alex would never take another breath.
 
   Forever.
 
   “I thought that you wanted to go home?” Sanderson whispered back softly.  “Surely this is the most expeditious way?  All you need to do is to denounce him and everything will be over.  You can be in the arms of High-Lord Stanton within the hour.”
 
   The words seemed to twist inside of her, the voice no longer belonging to Sanderson but her own insidious thoughts.  For hadn’t she considered the very same action countless times before?  He’d kidnapped her by the High-Lords.  Sneaked into her home, into her very bedroom and stolen her from her family.  The Prefect was right, Alex was a thief, a criminal, her own father wouldn’t hesitate to pass a death sentence for his crimes.
 
   “No!”
 
   It was only when the crowd of onlookers all turned in her direction, did she realise that she had cried the word out loud, not just in her thoughts, but her heart.  For while Alex was a thief, a criminal, he had not prospered from his actions; all he did was for the benefit of others, even her.  For she harboured no doubt that if he hadn’t come that night, then she would now be very much dead.  She had been living under a misapprehension, that somehow Alex owed her for taking her away, when it was actually very much the other way around—she owed him, her life.
 
   “Stop him, or I will,” she said, turning to look Sanderson squarely in the eye.
 
   Sanderson hesitated for a moment, obviously taken aback by such a forceful declaration from her, momentarily releasing his hold on her.  She didn’t wait for his decision, stepping out from behind him and forging headlong into the crowd.  But her earlier proclamation seemed to have opened some sort of floodgates, as if she alone had voiced out loud the shared thoughts of the room.  For the crowd was surging forwards along with her, towards the small group in the middle.  Still the next words shouted out stopped Jessica, and all the others, dead in their tracks.
 
   “Men, shoot the next person that moves.  Then shoot the two people standing either side of him or her.”
 
   The loud clicks of the submachine guns being cocked and the safeties being switched off, was almost as menacing as the sight of the two weapons being raised to face the swelling crowd.
 
   “Let’s speed this up a little, shall we?” Caruso prompted.  “It seems that the crowd is getting restless.”
 
   Click.  Click.  Click.
 
   “You know you’re really one lucky son-of-a-bitch.” Caruso shook his head in amazement.
 
   “Actually you had it right the first time,” Alex replied, looking up past Caruso, as if he could see death hovering at the periphery of the room.  “I’m a complete bastard.”
 
   Crack.
 
   *****
 
   It seemed to Jessica that the shot must also have hit her.
 
   For the very instant she heard the sound, a gaping hole opened up in the pit of her stomach and she would have fallen, had it not been for the tight crush of the crowd, all around her.  She screwed her eyes up tight, refusing to witness the scene, knowing that it would be imprinted on her mind for years to come.  Still, when a loud cheer went up from the crowd, she opened them again, just as quickly.  For instead of the scene that she had imagined, she saw Caruso spin round, a shocked and dazed expression on his face.  Garrett’s fist, that only moments before had been pummelling Alex, careered off Caruso’s jaw.  The revolver went flying from his hands, spinning across the hardwood floor, disappearing into the feet of the crowd.  He seemed to hover there for a moment, seemingly suspended in time, before he went crashing to the floor.  An audible thump reverberated around the room as the back of his head collided with the ground, then he was still.
 
   She cared very little, if he was dead or alive.
 
   Relief flooded through her when she observed Alex, alive and well, stagger to his feet.  A startled oath from the centre of the room, suddenly reminded her that Caruso hadn’t been alone.  But obviously Alex hadn’t forgotten, because when the guard whirled round to face the threat from behind, Alex caught his weapon with both hands.  Wrenching it free from the man’s grip, he brought the butt of the weapon straight up, beneath the jaw of the guard.  With another crack, the man went down like a pile of bricks.
 
   The second guard, quickly calculating the odds with the two men behind him, one now armed with a machine pistol and a hostile crowd in front, hesitated.  Just long enough for Sanderson to extricate himself from the crowd and relieve him of his weapon.
 
   “A nice piece this,” Sanderson exclaimed approvingly.  Ejecting the magazine, he peered inside the clip, before pushing it back into the weapon, sliding the telescoping bolt backwards and forwards, nodding approvingly at the smooth action.  “I don’t have this particular model.  I’ll have to keep this for my collection.”
 
   “I’m glad that it meets with your approval, Sergeant-Major,” Alex said dryly, lowering his own weapon.  “I’m grateful for your earlier assistance, by the way.  You know, when you came to my rescue, while I had a gun pointed at the back of my head and all.”
 
   “You had everything well in hand,” Sanderson replied dismissively.
 
   “And as for you,” Alex spun round, taking a step towards Garrett with a wild look in his eyes.  “Would you like to tell me why it took you so long to make up your damn mind?”
 
   “I couldn’t come to a decision,” Garrett shrugged unconcernedly.  “Whether the Prefect should kill you, or I.  In the end I decided that I had the stronger claim to shooting you.”
 
   “Well thanks, anyway,” Alex sighed, rolling his eyes.  “With friends like you two, it gives me a warm, fuzzy feeling, whenever I think of my enemies.”
 
   “What are we going to do with these men?” Jessica interrupted, before another round of arguments could kick-off.
 
   “We’ll dump them outside, along with the rest of the trash,” Alex replied indifferently.  “It’s probably time to leave anyway, before somebody comes looking for them.”
 
   “It’s too late for that,” Caruso groaned, flinching when two submachine guns were suddenly shoved in his face.  “You didn’t think that I came here alone, did you?  I brought an entire company with me.  Furthermore, they know exactly what’s going on in here, as they’ve been listening in the entire time.”  With that he withdrew an earpiece from his earlobe, before tossing it onto the ground, at their feet.  “I warned you, now they’ll kill every last one—”
 
   He was abruptly cut off when Alex hammered the hilt of the machine pistol into the side of Caruso’s head, knocking him to the floor, unconscious.
 
   “Yes, we’ve already heard that speech once today, we don’t need an encore,” Alex muttered.
 
   “What do we do now?” Sanderson asked worriedly.  “They’ve had more than enough time to surround the building.”
 
   “Perhaps we shouldn’t make the same mistake twice,” Jessica suggested with a sigh, stepping on the earpiece, grinding it under the sole of her boot.  “As it’s not a good plan, if you announce it to all, beforehand.”
 
   “Good plan,” Alex nodded approvingly.  “We’ll go with that one.”
 
   “What plan?  I only suggested—” Jessica spluttered, when yet again a sharp crack, echoed throughout the room, closely followed by a second.  Before she could finish, two grey projectiles flew through the broken windows, one coming to land at her feet.  “What the hell?” she muttered, unthinkingly reaching down to pick it up.  Much to the looks of horror from the rest of the group.  She dropped it a moment later, when a thick noxious looking gas started to pour from the shell, followed soon after from the second projectile.
 
   “Gas!” a voice called out from the crowd.  Pandemonium swiftly broke out, as the crowd scrambled to back away from the toxic fumes.
 
   “We need to get out of here,” Alex insisted sharply, pulling her tightly to his side so as not to get separated in the chaos.  “Keep your eyes closed and try and take shallow breaths.  Your enhanced respiratory system should filter out the worst of the toxins.”
 
   “Well that’s fine for me,” Jessica retorted.  “But what about everybody else?”
 
   “We’ll have to make for the exits,” he replied grimly.  “Better to take our chances out there, than choke to death in here—Sanderson!  By the High-Lords what do you think you’re doing?”
 
   For Sergeant-Major Sanderson, far from getting as far away from the gas as possible, was kneeling over one of the shells, inspecting it curiously, before picking it up, running the projectile under his nostrils, in the way that a connoisseur might sample a freshly unwrapped cigar, prior to lighting it.  
 
   “It’s an M259 smoke grenade,” he said shaking his head despairingly, walking across to the nearest pitcher of beer, he dropped it into the glass.  “Bunch of idiots out there can’t tell the difference between the M259 and M295.  They’re probably all out there right now, celebrating, thinking we’re casting up our accounts and choking to death.”
 
   “Well, won’t they be surprised when we all walk out of here, alive and well,” Alex mused out loud.  “We just need a distraction, to keep the initiative…”
 
   “You can’t be serious,” Jessica spluttered.  “You heard what Caruso said, that they’ve got an entire company outside.”
 
   “Hmmm, helpful of him, to give us that bit of tactical intelligence,” Alex reasoned, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.  “That way we can count the bodies at the end and make sure we’ve got every last one of them.”
 
   “There’s only five of us, we can’t take them all on.”
 
   “Five of us?” Alex looked up, surprised.
 
   “Well yes, I suppose, I mean, you’re all doing this to help me.  So I think I should help you out, in return.”
 
   Alex looked at her with a puzzled expression then, as awareness dawned, he tipped his head back and laughed.  
 
   “What’s so funny?” she muttered.
 
   “While I appreciate the offer of help,” Alex smirked, patronisingly.  “It really isn’t necessary.  You see Templeton, Baracoa and Murdoch didn’t just come here for the decor, but instead for the company.  Specifically, because this is the preferred watering hole for what was Easy Company, 1st Battalion the 104th, Space Marine Regiment.
 
   “Was?  Why?  What happened to them?”
 
   “Didn’t you hear?” Alex smiled, but the laughter didn’t reach his eyes, which glittered with a sudden, frightening intensity.  “High-Lord Stanton accused us all of treason and sedition, we were all dishonourably discharged, and in absence, sentenced to death.”
 
   “But you said that you didn’t know High-Lord Stanton,” Jessica objected.
 
   “I said that I didn’t know him well,” Alex disagreed.  “That doesn’t exclude the fact that I knew him well enough, to put a gun to his head and pull the trigger.”
 
   *****
 
   Having slipped outside, to avoid the need for further explanations, Alex shook his head in bemusement.  The expression on Jessica’s face had almost been worth the pain of recalling the memories, ones he’d thought long dead and buried.  But those paled in comparison to the physical wounds he still carried, the chest wound still ached in such cold, damp weather.
 
   It made him miss Arcturus even more, as while he’d spent almost two decades of his life, here, on Capella, he no longer called it home.  The risk of being back here was too great, especially once Stanton caught wind of his presence—he would turn the planet upside down looking for him.  For Alex had injured the man’s pride, and there was no more mortal wound that one could inflict on another, than that.
 
   He’d only taken a dozen steps, when he heard a flurry of footsteps behind him.  Fortunately, the thick fog, now mingled with the remnants from the earlier smoke grenades, offered him plenty of cover as he ducked into an enclosed alleyway.  He withdrew his fusion pistol, taking care to keep it concealed under his jacket, to stop the pulsating glow from revealing his presence.  As the footsteps passed the mouth of the passageway, Alex stepped forward, catching the shadow by the arm and, using his forward momentum, he pivoted, swinging the person around in a parabolic arc, straight into the wall—only to find himself being jerked off his feet and dragged into the alley right behind his pursuer.
 
   “Stop messing around!” Jessica snapped, peering round the corner to make sure that nobody had observed their altercation.  “Anybody could hear you coming from a mile away.”
 
   “Not everyone shares your enhanced hearing,” Alex replied surly.  “Nor your enhanced strength,” he added, rubbing his painful shoulder.  “What are you doing here anyway?  I told you to stay with Sanderson and Garrett.”
 
   “If you think I’m going to allow you to run off and get yourself killed, after dropping that bombshell, you’ve got another thing coming.”
 
   “Women,” Alex snapped.  “What is it with you, always wanting to discuss every last detail to death?” He turned to pull away from her, back in the direction that he’d been heading.
 
   “Wait.  Where do you think you’re going?”
 
   “I’m about to go and commit serious crimes against High-Lord Stanton, your fiancé, remember?” Alex breathed out in frustration.  “It’s likely to involve assault, grievous bodily harm, destruction to property and, most probably, mass homicide, all fully premeditated, I assure you.  Trust me when I say that you don’t want to know the details.  That way you can truthfully plead ignorance, when you finally get around to marrying him.  That is unless I shoot him first,” he muttered under his breath.
 
   “Wait,” Jessica repeated, clamping her hand firmly around his forearm, anchoring him to her.
 
   “By the High Lords,” Alex cursed.  “Unless this is a declaration of undying love, before I step out there, risking life-and-limb, in which case please proceed, can’t we discuss this later.  It’s not a declaration of undying love, is it?”
 
   “What?  No!” Jessica exclaimed, wide-eyed in shock.  “I just wanted to thank you.”
 
   “Come to think of it, I can spare a minute for this.  God forbid I go and die, then have to spend the rest of eternity wondering what it is you wanted to thank me for.”
 
   “I wanted to thank you for saving my life,” she said hurriedly.
 
   “Which time in particular?” Alex replied, with a faintly comical expression.  “There have been several occasions.”
 
   “Back at home.  On Osiris,” she quickly clarified.  “That man would’ve killed me, had you not been there.”
 
   “Oh, you mean that time, when I snuck into your bedroom.  My motives weren’t completely altruistic, you know?” He took a step closer, until they were face-to-face, almost touching.  “Especially when you challenged me to kiss you,” he added, glancing down at her lips meaningfully.
 
   “Fine,” Jessica rolled her eyes.  “I promised you a kiss, and nobody can accuse us Hadley’s of not repaying our debts.”  With that she brought a finger to her lips, touching them and then leant forward, putting the same finger to Alex’s lip.
 
   “Ouch,” Alex frowned, forgetting the bloody lip that Garrett had given him not half an hour before.  “That hurt.”
 
   “Poor baby,” Jessica laughed, but the sound died in her throat, as her gaze was drawn to her finger, still touching his swollen and bloody lip, and she rubbed it up and down, smearing the blood across his lips.  Withdrawing her finger, she seemed mesmerized by the sight of her now bloody fingertip.  Lifting her head, she looked Alex in the eye as she leaned forward and inserted the finger between her lips.  Swirling her tongue around the digit, still warm with his blood, she licked it clean.
 
   Something dark and carnal flared inside Alex, and his gaze darkened as it was drawn to her mouth, her finger still inside its warm, moist cavern.
 
   With a pop her finger reappeared and shrugging nonchalantly she said, “That’s how we usually kiss on Osiris.”
 
   One moment she was looking up at him with an impish smile and the next he’d swooped down and caught her mouth.  Hard, with no mercy.  She gasped at the shock.  He ground his mouth against her soft lips.  She felt his teeth, tasted his hot tongue mixed with the texture of his blood, and that part of her which was desperate to escape from her fate, broke free and ran wild.  Revelling in his savagery.  Rejoicing in his blunt masculinity.
 
   Completely out of her control.
 
   Until he raised his head and looked down at her.  His lips were wet and slightly reddened, but otherwise he showed no sign of that devastating kiss.  She tried to pull back from his grasp, but his hands held strong.
 
   “You are such an enigma.  A contradiction wrapped in a mystery,” he murmured, examining her from beneath half-lowered eyelids.  “So wasted on Stanton, who will never look at you as anything but his prize.  To be put on the shelf along with all of his other trophies.”
 
   “I am not,” she whispered, horrified at the mere notion.
 
   “Still you continue to insist on this path you’ve taken.  I wonder why?” He raised his eyebrows questioningly and let her go so suddenly she stumbled back a step.  “That’s how we usually kiss on Arcturus,” he said, smirking.  “I find our way far more, satisfying.”  He managed to make the very word sound sensual, dark with erotic connotations.
 
   Then with a final smile, he turned round and vanished into the night.
 
   No longer able to support her own weight, Jessica slumped against the nearest wall, uncaring that the filth, clinging to the dank brickwork, was now seeping through her cloak.  She was desperate for air, filling her lungs with great gulps of it, as once again darkness hovered at the very edge of her periphery and she had to wait several moments for her vision to clear.  She wiped the back of her hand against her brow, surprised to find her skin hot to the touch, damp with sweat.  Either she was coming down with some sort of fever, unlikely considering she had never been ill in her life, or that had been one soul-destroying kiss, to affect her so badly.
 
   *****
 
   He was a creature of the night, unfit for the company of others.
 
   The gloom of the night enveloped Alex as he strode rapidly away.  He leapt over the stinking channel that ran down the middle of the street and turned down another smaller lane, circling back around, towards where he’d first started out from.  A shadow moved in a doorway ahead and he slowed, welcoming the possibility of violence.  But the shadow separated from the darkness around it, and a slight figure fled away into the night.
 
   Alex lengthened his stride, cursing the missed opportunity for distraction.  He felt a trickle of moisture irritate his side—aggravating his already inflamed wound, the result of Caruso’s earlier kicks to his ribs.  But that wasn’t why he looked for diversion.
 
   He was hard and throbbing, and had been ever since Jessica had touched his bloodied lip.  Her touch had brought with it an erotic lust so intense that it lasted into the coldness of the night.  He laughed silently.  Jessica would no doubt be amused if she knew what she had done to him.
 
   But now wasn’t the time, and not just because of his recent injuries, but because he’d been targeted this evening.  Perhaps it was merely a coincidence that troops had been stationed both at Sanderson’s and here, but Alex didn’t think so.  Someone didn’t want him to leave Capella alive, but whoever that person might be, and Alex had a fairly good idea, he was going to be sorely disappointed this night. 
 
   Movement ahead of Alex had him reaching for his pistol.  Sweeping it up, almost of its own accord, the glare from the beam was like a flare cutting through the night sky.  A cry of pain, followed by abrupt silence, suggested that it had reached its intended mark.  Still the altercation hadn’t gone unnoticed, as several more shouts now echoed from out of the fog.  They seemed to be drawing closer, so Alex increased his pace.  After all it wouldn’t be much of a distraction if they caught him too soon.  Twice he had to slow his pace, reaching out through the mist and gloom with his fusion pistol to clear a path, until he finally arrived at his intended destination.
 
   Jessica would have probably called it a tank, but Alex knew better.
 
   Technically it was an Infantry Section Vehicle.  With a crew of three, it was capable of transporting dozens of troops, hundreds of kilometres, with a maximum speed of approximately one hundred kilometres per hour.  It was heavily armed with a forty millimetre cannon, two ten millimetre chain guns and four grenade launchers—which were almost certainly the source of the earlier smoke grenades.  It was the primary mode of transport for the local public security militia.  But it was none of these characteristics that had drawn him to it, for unbeknown to many, it had a significant design flaw.  As late in the production stage it had been discovered that the Auxiliary Power Unit, required to start the engine from cold, wouldn’t fit within the armoured housing.  Therefore, faced with the prospect of having to redesign the vehicle, with the massive costs that entailed, it was instead decided to reduce the thickness of the armour around the APU.  A minor design oversight that had unforeseen consequences, because in the event that the APU was damaged due to an armour piercing shell, it caused a power surge from the APU directly into the main propulsion unit of the vehicle.  This was certainly catastrophic for the occupants, whose remains had been found as far as ten kilometres away from the resulting explosion.
 
   This still left Alex with the predicament that he was totally out of the armour piercing tank shells, and the APU was still shielded behind seventy-two millimetres of armour plating.  “This is going to hurt me, just as much as it will you,” Alex muttered between clenched teeth and, as he raised his pistol targeting the weak spot, it came alive.  The beam illuminated the vehicle and made flickering shadows that danced between the two of them.  Then the beam that linked the two wavered and solidified.  The hull began to glow yellow, red and then an incandescent white, before it started to run like molten wax.  But the effect on Alex was equally profound, as after a few seconds the hand holding the pistol went numb, followed soon after by a ‘pins and needles’ sensation that started in his hand and ran up the length of his arm to his shoulder.  This was swiftly followed by a sharp pain, like molten lava running along his nerves and then directly into his brain.
 
   Idly he wondered where that inhuman scream of pain originated from, until he realised that it was his, alone.
 
   *****
 
   It was the distant flashes of light that roused Jessica back to consciousness.  Where she’d been, she was unsure.  Her last memories were of Alex vanishing into the night and her leaning back against the wall...
 
   Shaking her head to dispel the stupor that seemed to have enveloped her, she took a hesitant step forward, then another.  One step, followed another and she quickened her pace.  The physical activity seemed to better revive her than anything else and, before she knew it, she was racing in the direction of the flashes of light.  Anybody else would have dismissed them as nothing but distant illuminations, but she knew better. Until recently she’d possessed a fusion pistol of her own and instantly recognised its distinctive signature.  Still, when faced by the scene in front of her she came to such an abrupt stop that she almost tripped and fell—Alex, in a standoff, with a tank?
 
   She couldn’t quite believe what she was seeing.  Alex with his pistol raised, producing a stream of energy that seemed to glow with ribbons of colour, directly into the front of the tank.  In the dark, the beam cast long dancing shadows, which made the scene almost unearthly.
 
   Two demons facing off, one pitted against the other.
 
   A shout from behind shattered her illusion, and she swung around to face three armed men, soldiers, dressed just like the previous ones, with their weapons drawn.  All three were fixated on Alex, who seemed oblivious of their presence.  They froze.  Eyes darting nervously from one to the other.  Nobody seemed quite sure what to do, as their basic training had never prepared them for such an eventuality.
 
   The silence was exploded by Alex, whose head suddenly fell backwards, mouth agape, as he emitted the most inhuman scream that Jessica had ever heard.  It was as if his very soul was being torn asunder.  The effect on the three soldiers was equally pronounced, for their expressions all shifted to one of pure terror.  They reacted in the only way they knew how, by raising their weapons and depressing the triggers—
 
   Her older brother had once described it to her as muscle memory.  A physical action, that through repetition, the body carried out without conscious thought or effort.  Therefore, she was already reaching for her own pistol, raising it and levelling it at the first soldier, arm outstretched, locked at the shoulder, with her other hand moving of its own accord, whilst releasing the safety.
 
   Crack, Crack.
 
   She’d already pulled the trigger, twice, in quick succession, before her thought process had even caught up with her body.  But by then she was already twisting round, to face the next man, the recoil of the weapon a natural extension of her own body’s movement.  She sighted the weapon down the barrel.  A part of her that seemed disconnected with her body, noted the incredulous expression of the second, who was frantically trying to turn to face this new threat.  He was too late.
 
   Crack, Crack.
 
   Once again she was spinning round, to face her final adversary.  This one had already recognised the imminent danger and was turning, bringing his own weapon to bear.  A race, to see who could fire first, before the other.
 
   Crack, Crack.
 
   Jessica’s pistol once again spat fire, crackling with death and, like the first two, the third and final soldier crumpled to the ground and was still.
 
   The entire sequence of events couldn’t have taken more than a few seconds and suddenly her heart resumed beating, air filling her lungs once again and time seemed to resume its usual pace.  The square was once again still.  Alex’s abrupt cry had halted, his pistol falling silent.  It trembled in his grasp, before falling.  Making a light splash as it fell into a shallow, muddy puddle at his feet.  Still he paid it no notice, instead staring sightlessly ahead.
 
   Silence percolated the scene and for the first time Jessica shivered in the cold night air.  She just stood there, still for a moment, as darkness once again came crashing down like a wave on the scene.  She suddenly felt terribly alone, like the first night in Alex’s house.  For a single terrifying moment, she thought Alex was dead, as he stood so still and motionless.  However, almost as soon as the thought crossed her mind, he gasped, drawing in a deep breath, he blinked once, twice and then toppled backwards, like a tree that had just been felled.
 
   *****
 
   Staring up at the night-time sky, it took Alex a moment to recollect his surroundings, followed swiftly by the pain.  It felt like every nerve ending was on fire.  He gritted his teeth as his entire body seemed to be caught in one massive spasm.
 
   “Alex, are you all right?”
 
   He blinked.  Looking up, into the concerned face of Jessica, who was staring back down at him.  Lady Jessica Hadley.  Right.  Probably too much to hope that she’d followed his instructions and returned to Sanderson and Garret.  But at the same time something kept niggling at the back of his mind, something he’d been doing, an unfinished task.  Suddenly it all came flooding back.  The Infantry Section Vehicle.  The Auxiliary Power Unit.  His fusion pistol.
 
   Alex took one glance at the vehicle, which seemed to be vibrating with a horrifying intensity, as if it was struggling to hold back a wave of destruction.  Quickly finding energy born out of desperation, in one swift move he scooped up his pistol in one hand, grabbing Jessica with the other and half pulling, half dragging, struggled to get them both away from the vehicle.  They were still half a dozen metres away from the nearest cover, when Alex felt the air shift like an indrawn breath before the explosion.  Alex frantically pushed them both to the ground, smothering her beneath his own body.
 
   “What do you think—”
 
   She never got the chance to finish the sentence as everything around them disappeared into a brilliant white light.  Even with his eyes tightly shut, the light seemed to penetrate through his eyelids.  It seemed to take on a life of its own, consuming all the other colours, until it alone was all that remained.
 
   *****
 
   Alex awoke for the second time to a weird and lurid landscape of a different world, for the surrounding features of Capella had gone.  To be replaced with a barren and desolate landscape.  For the first time in the long night, Alex could see clearly as the smoke and mist had now gone, together with the Infantry Section Vehicle, as where it had previously stood was now nothing but a shallow crater, nothing remained of the tank—or crew.  Alex idly wondered if some person several kilometres distant was going to have a rude awakening, finding that he or she was no longer alone in their bed.
 
   A hacking coughing from beneath him reminded Alex that he wasn’t alone.  Rolling carefully to one side, he was relieved to find that she was no worse for wear.  He took a moment to run his hands along her body looking for any visible signs of injury, until she brushed his hands aside, sitting up and stared disbelievingly at the scene of devastation that surrounded them.
 
   “What just happened?” she demanded incredulously.
 
   “A power surge from the APU into the MPU.  You see the ISV has a design flaw where—never mind,” he muttered, noticing her confused expression.  “We’d better find Sanderson and the rest of the team then get out of here.  It’s likely that somebody noticed the resulting explosion.”
 
   “Ya’ think?” she repeated, doing a fair impression of Sheriff Abercrombie’s twang.  Shaking her head in disbelief, she looked up and her eyes narrowed.  “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she exclaimed.
 
   Alex followed her gaze and couldn’t help but smile.  For Sanderson had obviously found them and was carefully picking his way in their direction, but it wasn’t that which had drawn Jessica’s ire, but the fact that he had one hand stuffed in his threadbare jacket and the other holding his ever present cigar.  Puffing away, the glow of the cigar lighting up the dark, anyone could have mistaken him as an unconcerned bystander taking a stroll.
 
   Behind him fanned out the rest of the Easy Company, dragging dazed and senseless soldiers from the rubble, efficiently relieving them of their weapons in the process.  Piling the guns high in the middle of what remained of the square, it eventually resembled a large mountain cairn, surrounded on all sides by the collapsed ruins of the buildings.
 
   “High-Lord Stanton is going to be royally pissed,” Sanderson commented, taking in the scene and nodding approvingly, before taking another puff of his cigar.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Today we celebrated harvest festival.  An annual celebration to give thanks for a successful harvest, which predates time.  I have little to give thanks for and certainly nothing to celebrate—I didn’t attend.
 
   —From the journal of Lord Alexander Greystone,
 
    
 
   Arcturus, Sirius System
 
    
 
   The first inkling Alex had that something was wrong, was when Jessica tripped and fell.  Since first laying eyes on her, weak was not the first word that came to mind.  Beautiful, definitely, followed closely by pain-in-the-ass.
 
   Weak?  Not so much.
 
   Still as he reached down, taking her hand to help her rise, he was suddenly taken aback by her pale demeanour, trembling limbs and listless expression.
 
   “Are you feeling okay?” he asked, realising how absurd the question sounded, even to his own ears.  She was highborn, eldest daughter of a High-Lord.  She had an immune system that would decimate the plague, a respiratory system that barely needed air and a skeletal system dense enough to bounce bullets.  Anything strong enough to cause her more than a mild discomfort, probably would have already wiped out the entire planet’s populace.
 
   “I’m fine,” she insisted, brushing away his hand, standing unaided.  “It’s nothing that a few hours of sleep won’t cure.”
 
   Alex could well understand that, having travelled a little over eight light years and back again, in twelve hours, it brought a whole new meaning to the term jet lag.  “I’ll accompany you,” he replied brashly, concern for her wellbeing clouding his better judgement.  Not that he seemed to have much good judgement when it came to her anyway.
 
   “You’ll do what?” she demanded, turning to face him.  “You’ll do no such thing.  I’m perfectly capable of finding my own bed and sleeping unaccompanied for a couple of hours.”
 
   A thousand comebacks leapt to the forefront of his mind, but by then she’d already turned her back on him and taken a couple of paces, in the direction of her bed, he could only assume.  He assumed that was her intended destination, as the steps taken were completely in the wrong direction.  He was therefore close at hand to catch her, when moments later she fainted dead away.
 
   Stubborn, he thought, holding her tightly.  Definitely stubborn.
 
   *****
 
   His concern for her had escalated to the point of near panic, when several hours later she had still failed to wake.  By then her temperature had risen to an alarming level, fortunately her heart was still beating strongly, too strongly perhaps, as it was currently beating somewhere above one-hundred and fifty beats per minute.  Alex could only assume that this wasn’t normal, even for a highborn lady.  Add to this cold sweats, dilated pupils and spasms that only seemed to be getting worse and Alex was beside himself with worry.
 
   He desperately tried to recollect everything that he’d ever read about illnesses affecting the High-Lords and Ladies, yet what he’d read about such afflictions amounted to pretty much nil, for as far as he knew none such existed.  However, he had read a vast literature on sicknesses, symptoms and their treatments, enough to fill a small library in fact.  Hence he was certain that all the symptoms that Jessica was displaying, pointed to one inescapable fact—she was deep into withdrawal.  Which was a problem, as while Alex was aware that a number of the High-Lords and Ladies utilised various opiates and narcotics, he couldn’t imagine Jessica being one of their number.  The sound of the door creaking open interrupted Alex’s thoughts.
 
   “How is she doing?” Sanderson asked, slipping into the room, closing the door firmly behind him.
 
   “Not good,” Alex replied rubbing his face wearily.  He’d been awake for almost forty-eight hours and, even for an insomniac like himself, he knew he was reaching his limit.  “Her condition doesn’t seem to have deteriorated, but she’s definitely not getting better.”
 
   “Perhaps a hospital?  I assume you’ve got one on this backwater planet.”
 
   “Yes, we’ve got one, but the first thing they will want to do is to run some tests.  It will be a little hard to explain away how she has a couple of chromosomes extra than the rest of us.”
 
   “Well, in that case we’ve got another problem,” Sanderson confessed.  “As the local sheriff is downstairs enquiring about a certain Lady Jessica Hadley.”
 
   “Great,” Alex buried his face in his hands despairingly.  “Just what I need, Abercrombie interfering again.  What did you tell him?”
 
   “What do you think I told him?  He’s the sheriff and last time I checked you had kidnapped the girl—I told him that you weren’t home, I’d never heard of the girl and perhaps it would be better if he spent his time looking for real criminals instead of figments of his imagination.”
 
   “Oh, by the High-Lords.”
 
   “But I don’t think he fell for it.”
 
   “No, really?  In that case you’d better send him up.”
 
   “Good plan, Colonel.  We’ll ambush him on the way.  I noticed some hardwood ashes we could leach to produce lye; we could dissolve the body—”
 
   “Sergeant-Major.  Stop.”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “The local sheriff already knows about Lady Hadley, please just send him straight up and drop the homicidal scheming.”
 
   “Oh, very good, sir,” Sanderson replied disappointedly, before slipping quietly from the room.
 
   Alex turned his attention back to the motionless form in his bed, thinking back to his time on Osiris, before they’d first met.  He hadn’t noticed anything out of the ordinary as he’d passed through her quarters; no injectors, bottles, medicines or pills.  Nothing.  He’d stared down at her unconscious form, just as he was doing now, reaching out to touch her, brushing the back of his hand against her cheek, skin as soft as silk, pale as the silvery moonlight that had illuminated the scene.  He smiled at her instinctive reaction, touching his nose where she’d hit him with her pistol.  Seriously, who slept with a pistol under their pillow anyway?  Well he did and he never went anywhere without it, obviously a trait that they both shared, as she had admitted doing the same the very next day.  She’d confessed to feeling helpless without it, a part of her missing, and he knew exactly how she felt…
 
   He withdrew his own pistol, staring at it thoughtfully.  The light from the micro-fusion reactor, pulsing in time to his own heartbeat, cast long shadows across the room.  Yet, he couldn’t see how this could be the source of her illness.  After all he’d been separated from his, for almost five years.  It wasn’t as if they permitted personal weapons while he’d been incarcerated in prison.  Before Jessica he’d never talked to anybody else about his years in dark, solitary, confinement.  The first few months had been the worst; fevers, claustrophobia and hallucinations.  First indistinct shapes, with his brain trying to make patterns from the dark, then people and places from his past.  The final one he could remember with crystal clarity, having afternoon tea using fine bone-china, with the devil himself.  He had been immaculately turned out, in a dark, pinstripe suit, hair slick, combed back, eyes as dark and bottomless as a black hole.  In many ways he reminded Alex of his court appointed attorney, evil incarnate.  The bargain struck between them had been straightforward—his mortal soul in return for Stanton’s.  The final contract running to over thirty pages in length, the devil in the detail, according to Lucifer.  Alex had signed it, in triplicate.
 
   But perhaps he had everything backwards?
 
   What if it hadn’t been the confinement that caused all these symptoms, but the absence of his fusion pistol?  Certainly Professor Alcubierre had expressed concerns about his health on more than one occasion.  Constantly urging him to keep the weapon close at hand.  At the time he had just assumed that the Professor was talking about his personal safety, but perhaps he meant the warning literally?  Keep the weapon close, or your health would suffer.  The weapon had been prototype, developed by the Professor to experiment with miniaturising the fusion reactor, later to be incorporated into his shuttle Celeste.  But he’d never used the neural interface in any subsequent experiments.  A failure perhaps?  Or more likely possessing an unanticipated side-effect.
 
   “You gave me your word that you wouldn’t allow any harm to come to her,” an accusing voice called out from behind.  “Now what, you’re going to shoot her?”
 
   “I’m trying to help her,” Alex replied, frowning, his thought process derailed.
 
   “By pointing a pistol at her?” Abercrombie replied incredulously.
 
   “Shut up,” Alex snapped irritably, “and you might want to take a step back.”  Closing his eyes momentarily he focused his thoughts on the weapon in-hand, releasing it, separating himself from it.  It was the hardest thing he’d ever had to do, yet if he didn’t, he feared that it would cost Jessica her life.
 
   “Well, I’ll be damned,” Abercrombie whistled beside him.
 
   Alex opened his eyes, staring down at the pistol.  It remained unchanged in his hand, but somehow different.  No longer pulsating in time with his own heart, instead it glowed a consistent, lacklustre yellow.  No longer bound to him.  Available to bond with another—assuming that she was still capable of doing so.  Taking a couple of steps to her side, Alex quickly slipped the pistol into her hand, tightening her fingers around it, glad not to have to touch it any more.  The desire to reach out and reconnect was excruciating.
 
   “What happens now?” Abercrombie asked, intrigued.
 
   “I’m not sure,” Alex admitted.  “I guess it’s up to her now.”
 
   Still after several minutes it became obvious that nothing was happening, as she continued to lie there, unchanged, the pistol lying limply in her hand.
 
   “Nothing’s happening,” Abercrombie said, stating the obvious, out loud.
 
   “She just needs some persuading,” Alex insisted determinedly.  “Jessica, wake up,” he shook her firmly by the shoulders.  “You need to focus.  Come on, you’ve done this before, you can do it again, otherwise I’ll be forced into something that we’ll both regret.  It will involve lots of touching, you remember that, don’t you?”
 
   He brushed the back of his hand against her cheek, like he’d done on the night they first met.  “If you don’t wake up, I’ll be forced to join you, in that bed.  You remember how much you hated that idea, didn’t you?”  He eased the covers away from her, enough to let the cool air circulate against her bare flesh.  Leaning forward he brushed the shell of her ear with his nose and she instinctively flinched away from the cold contact.  “That’s right gorgeous,” he whispered into her ear seductively.  “You remember this, don’t you?  Now come on, open your eyes, otherwise—” He nibbled at her shoulder and then pressed light kisses to the corner of her mouth.  She arched her neck and he knew it was fruitless, but he couldn’t help hoping he was making some headway.  He stilled when he felt her shift again, mumbling something, but didn’t rouse from her slumber.
 
   “Fine,” Alex groused resignedly.  “We’ll have to do this the hard way, but remember that I warned you.” With that his tongue flicked out, reaching out for the crease between her soft lips, touching, seeking entrance.  She instinctively turned to him.  He deepened the kiss, searching her lips with his own, pressing, savouring the luxury of her mouth.  He pulled her lower lip between his teeth and sucked at it—
 
   Jessica’s eyes suddenly flashed wide-open with shock, instinctively reaching out for the pistol that she always slept with, under her pillow, always within reach.  The beam flashed overhead, missing Alex’s head by inches.  With a loud thump and a curse, he hit the floor.  The beam meanwhile gouged a blackened scar against the far wall, where only moments before Abercrombie had been standing.
 
   “Do you think it’s safe to come out now?” a muffled voice enquired from behind the chaise longue.
 
   “She’s sleeping now,” Alex replied, peering carefully up from the floor.  Across the bed he observed her face, a serene expression gracing her features, a gentle snore now emanating from her relaxed posture.
 
   “What just happened?  What on Arcturus were you doing, teasing her like that?”
 
   “She thought that she was still in her bedroom, back on Osiris, dreaming.  She had that same instinctive reaction the first time that we met, reaching for her pistol.  I was just trying to reproduce the scene, so she would react likewise.”
 
   “So it was all an act.”
 
   “Of course,” Alex shrugged nonchalantly, taking care not to meet Abercrombie’s gaze, having no wish to be called out for the lie.
 
   “And what about you?  I assume that you’re going to eventually suffer from the same debilitating illness?”
 
   “Perhaps,” Alex replied, “but it took a couple of weeks for the symptoms to become apparent.  We’ve got time to work something out.”
 
   “Talking about time, yours is almost up.  Remember the promise that you made to me.”
 
   “I remember.  We’ll discuss it tomorrow, but first I need some sleep.”
 
   Abercrombie looked at Alex with a raised eyebrow, before turning to face the slumbering form, fast asleep, spread-eagled out across Alex’s bed.
 
   “I’ll take the couch,” he said.
 
   *****
 
   Alex awoke to the strangest sensation brushing against his cheek.  Several times he swept it aside, but it kept returning.  Resigned to the fact that he wasn’t going to be getting any further sleep, he rubbed his eyes, trying to banish the sleep and clear his blurry vision.  Blinking rapidly to restore his sight, the first thing that he observed was Jessica standing before him, alive and well.  This was swiftly followed by the realisation that the sensation brushing against his cheek had in fact been the barrel of his fusion pistol, now pointed firmly at his chest.
 
   “I hope you’re not currently having any homicidal thoughts?” Alex asked hoarsely, voice still heavily laden with sleep.
 
   “That depends on your explanation,” she said.  “What am I doing here, with this?” she asked, waving the pistol under his throat.
 
   “Careful with that thing,” Alex replied nervously, rearing back in the sofa, trying to make some space between him and the weapon.  “It’s possible you still don’t have full control of it, you certainly didn’t last night, almost took my head off,” he muttered under his breath.
 
   “Explain.  Quickly,” Jessica insisted ominously.
 
   Alex hurriedly recounted the events of the past twelve hours, purposely vague about the lengths he had to go to force her to bond with the weapon.  Hoping she would have been too comatose to remember, or if she did, just writing if off as a strange dream.
 
   “What about you?  Won’t you suffer from these same symptoms?” she asked, obviously sceptical of his explanation.
 
   “You and Abercrombie should get together sometime and compare notes.  You both worry too much.  I’ll be fine.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a lot of work—” He made to rise and make a hasty exit, but was unceremoniously shoved back down into the chaise longue.  He took a quick, indrawn breath, when she suddenly straddled him, continuing to press down against his chest, until he found himself pinned against the back of the couch.  He’d forgotten how strong that she was.  “Uh, what are you doing?” he asked, tilting his head backwards, as she caressed his neck with her lips, then her teeth and tongue.  The sensation made him shudder and writhe against her.  “Are you sure that you’re completely recovered?”
 
   “I’m just testing a theory.  You see, I’ve the strangest recollection of you doing this to me.  But surely that cannot be, you wouldn’t take advantage of a person like that, would you?”
 
   Alex flinched.  Unsure if it was an instinctive reaction to her touch, or words.
 
   “So I thought it would be best to put theory to practice,” Jessica continued on unhurriedly.  “A comparison if you will.  To see if my memory matches reality.”  With that she rose up on her knees until she was looking down at him, achingly slowly she lowered her head until her lips were almost touching his.  “You’ve got no objection, have you?” she breathed.
 
   Alex didn’t know what to say, his senses were overloaded, she seemed to be all encompassing, his defences crumbling against her combined assault.  She moved closer, until he could feel the heat coming off her body.  Then all remaining thought fled his mind as her lips touched his, and he instinctively opened his mouth, permitting her access.  One kiss, then another.  A quick brush of her tongue that left him rigid and painful.  He moaned and arched into her before he could stop himself.  His hand instinctively tightened around her as he thrust against her, and he moaned again.  His heart had begun to pound in his chest and his groin was a giant ache.  He was going to need a long, cold bath.
 
   “Seems I was wrong.”
 
   His heart was hammering so hard it took him a minute to process what she’d just said.  “What?” he gasped in shock.  But she was already pushing away from him, leaving him alone, bereft and hard as a rock on the couch.
 
   “My memory was nothing like that.  Obviously I was wrong, my fault.”  With a wicked smile she swept from the room.
 
   “Wait,” Alex called after her.  “What do you mean, nothing like that?  Better?  Worse?”  But she’d already left, leaving nothing behind but his indignation.
 
   *****
 
   Alex set down the axe, wiping the perspiration from his forehead.  It was turning out to be an incredibly hot and humid day.  Conditions far from ideal to be chopping down trees, but he was left with very little choice.  His fortune had walked out of the door, along with Corporal Rifkin, and he’d been depending on those funds to pay for the repairs to his estate.  Therefore, as the repairs were obviously not going to happen by themselves, he had decided to do it the old fashioned way, by hand.
 
   But when he’d first considered this approach, he hadn’t been expecting to do the task with such an archaic tool as an axe.  He hurt in places that he had not known even existed…
 
   “You’re not going to finish this today, if you keep stopping like this,” a deceptively sweet voice called out from behind.
 
   Alex shut his eyes resignedly.  When he’d considered this course of action, he also hadn’t envisaged any spectators.  “You’re more than welcome to give a helping hand?  Isn’t it you who is always reminding everyone of your superior strength?”
 
   “You would dare even ask such a thing, of a Lady?” the voice replied with mock horror.
 
   “My father always says that hard manual labour is no place for a woman,” a much younger, shrill, voice added helpfully. The eldest son of the tenant farmer, whose roof was in much need of repair had magnanimously volunteered his help.  So far this had mostly consisted of advice, most of it unhelpful.
 
   “Obviously it’s no place for your father, either.  Otherwise he would be here, helping me,” Alex groused.
 
   The smirk on Jessica’s face clearly showed that she had overheard him, but the boy obviously hadn’t, as he continued on undaunted.
 
   “My father says that the only place for a woman is in the kitchen—”
 
   “Not surprising considering how much he likes her apple pies,” Alex commented.
 
   “—and giving birth.”
 
   “Lucky for you,” Alex said.  “As he passed out during the birth of your last brother, and he wasn’t even in the room at the time.  I take it he only mentions these things out of earshot of your mother?” he enquired.
 
   “Oh yes,” the boy replied with an earnest expression.  “Otherwise mother would box his ears, just like she does with us.”
 
   “Sensible woman,” Alex nodded with a straight face.  “Anyway, take it from me, women are far more useful than for just cooking and child rearing.”
 
   “They are?” the boy sounded doubtful, obviously sorely lacking for sisters in the family.
 
   “Why Lord Greystone,” Jessica interrupted, laughter dancing in her eyes.  “What other possible use could we be?”
 
   Approaching the pair, hidden by the tall grass and reclining against a tree, Alex stared down at them, before offering Jessica his hand.  She hesitated for a moment, but obviously her curiosity piqued, she finally took his hand and he hauled her to her feet, pulling her close.
 
   “I can think of a few things, like where we left off this morning,” he breathed into her ear, making her flush.
 
   “I think not, you stink,” she pushed him away.
 
   “It’s called sweat.  The result of hard, honest, manual labour.  You should give it a try sometime.”
 
   “Chopping down trees seems a bit barbaric to me.”  She glanced at the blade still buried in the ground.  “I think that’s more a job for someone who has at least one Y chromosome, anyway I thought you said you could handle it.”
 
   “Sure, I can handle it,” Alex smirked, “but you want to leave the poor boy with the impression that cooking and cleaning is all women can do?”
 
   “I don’t think that whacking it,” she eyed the tree warily, “With a sharp stick is going to do much to improve his opinion.”
 
   “I agree, so why don’t you instead put on a real demonstration for him?”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “He’s an adolescent teenager, how do you think?”
 
   “Strip, and run around naked?”
 
   “Perhaps later, when we’re alone,” Alex smiled broadly, “but here, now?  Use my pistol.  Teenagers and ray guns?  It’s in their DNA.”
 
   “You want me to shoot holes in it?” she asked dubiously.  “I doubt it’s going to be much use for a roof then, surely it’ll leak.”
 
   “You asked me once how I shot you, yet you were unharmed, remember?”
 
   “I remember.”
 
   “Well, here is the secret known to none but I—it’s not a gun at all.”
 
   “Of course it is,” Jessica looked at him as if he was a few marbles short of a full set.  “It’s got a muzzle, barrel, breech and a grip. I think, aim, then shoot and it goes bang, well, metaphorically speaking at least.”
 
   “No, it just looks like a gun and can function like a gun, so naturally everybody just assumes it is one.”
 
   “Well, what is it then?”
 
   “A miniaturised, portable, self-contained fusion reactor with focusing crystals; all controlled via a neurological interface.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Okay, so Professor Alcubierre usually left it up to others to think up names for his inventions.  Just goes to show you can’t be a genius at everything.  It can do anything that you ask of it or, more to the point, anything that you can think of.”  At the confused expression on her face, he added, “Perhaps a demonstration is in order.”  Taking her by the shoulders he turned her round until she was facing the tree.  “Take out the pistol and then close your eyes,” he ordered.
 
   “How can I shoot anything, with my eyes closed?” she complained, but followed his instructions, nonetheless.
 
   “Good,” he praised.  “Now, picture the tree in your head.  Imagine what sort of beam you would need to cut through it. The beam would need to be focused, intense and continuous like a sharp blade.  Can you picture it in your mind?”
 
   “Yes, but now what?”
 
   “Now hold that thought and open your eyes.”
 
   Her eyes fluttered open and she glanced at the tree.  Still standing there, broad, tall and unharmed.  “Nothing happened,” she complained.
 
   Smiling enigmatically, Alex leaned forward, while ensuring that he remained firmly behind her and breathed softly in her ear, so quietly that it was barely a whisper.
 
   “Now.”
 
   *****
 
   Now?
 
   Jessica’s nose twitched in bewilderment. Now what?  But as soon as the thought had crossed her mind the pistol came alive in her hands, just like a thousand times before, when she’d ordered it to shoot or fire.  As the weapon came to life, so did her comprehension, that from the very beginning it hadn’t been the words that had been important, but the intent.
 
   A mental trigger release.
 
   But unlike in the past the weapon did not fall dormant, for it was functioning just as she had imagined.  Continuously, focused and intense.  She found that as long as she kept the thought, in the forefront of her mind, it continued unimpeded, yet if she let her mind wander, the beam began to wither and die.  A cough from behind reminded her that she still had a task to complete and, tightly focusing her thoughts, the beam grew more intense until it was pencil thin, a fusion knife that could literally cut through anything.  Waving the beam across the breadth of the tree trunk, it sliced cleanly all the way through the tree.
 
   A few seconds to do what would have taken Alex hours.
 
   When certain that she’d cut the entire way through, she dismissed the thought from her mind and once again the weapon fell still.
 
   “Well?  What do you think?” she asked, turning to face Alex with a smile, proud of her accomplishment.
 
   “I think that you’ve gained an admirer for life,” he replied dryly, motioning with his head in the direction of the farmer’s boy, who had risen to his feet and was staring at her, mouth agape, an expression of childlike wonder on his face.  “I guess that means I’ll have to compete for your affections from now on, although I think he’s a little young for you…”
 
   “Uh, Lord Greystone,” the boy called out.
 
   “Why? Jealous?” Jessica laughed, ignoring him.
 
   “Lady Hadley?”
 
   “Not at all,” Alex replied mesmerised, staring into her eyes, still glowing with elation.  “A little bit of hero worship never hurt anyone, however what with your ego—”
 
   “Look out!” the warning was shouted out, followed immediately after by a horrifying crack.
 
   Jessica didn’t even have a chance to react, before she was abruptly thrown aside, moments before the massive tree came crashing down on the spot where she had been standing only a split second before.  Shaking her head to clear the shock, she rose to her knees, astonished to see nothing but leaves and branches blocking her vision.  She wondered if Alex could have chosen a smaller tree for his demonstration.
 
   Alex.
 
   She couldn’t see him, but he had been standing right beside her.  She frantically started pushing branches and leaves aside, trying to reach the spot where they’d just been standing.  A moan of pain caused her to momentarily pause and another groan had her moving in the direction of the sound.  Clearing away a pile of twigs and leaves she was relieved to discover Alex’s prostrate form.  Falling down beside him, she started to check him for any sign of injury.
 
   “Timber,” Alex uttered, dazed.  “Full marks for effort, but room for improvement with the execution and direction.”
 
   “I thought that you were dead,” Jessica exclaimed, pounding on his chest in relief.
 
   “How come you’re always on top of me, whenever I awake?”
 
   “Lord Greystone, Lady Hadley,” a high pitched voice called out, accompanied right after by a face, beaming down at them.  “That was so cool.  Are you going to do it again?”
 
   *****
 
   “Right, now that you’ve finally graced us with your presence, Murdoch.  We can get this planning meeting underway.”
 
   “Sorry sir,” Murdoch replied without the slightest hint of remorse.  “I got lost twice on the way, this house is crazy, ya got, like what.  A hundred rooms?”
 
   “Fortunately, no,” Alex replied unperturbed, long used to his exaggerations. “Only thirty-nine.”
 
   “Quite a bachelor pad you’ve got here, Colonel,” Templeton nodded approvingly.  “Must have set you back quite a bit.”
 
   “Like you wouldn’t believe,” Alex agreed morosely.
 
   “Will Lady Hadley be joining us tonight?” Templeton asked eagerly.  Ever since he’d discovered that she was an heiress, likely to inherit a vast fortune, he’d been frequently seeking out her company.  He was less a social climber, more a social mountaineer.
 
   “Sadly no,” Alex shook his head.  “What with us discussing her kidnapping, ransom—”
 
   “Finder’s fee,” Abercrombie automatically corrected.
 
   “Anyway,” Alex continued on, ignoring him.  “She’s busy planning the Harvest Festival celebrations.”
 
   “I thought that you said you totally forbid any sort of celebration?  That if you caught her even thinking about it, you would lock her up and mail her back to her family, a single DNA strand at a time,” Sanderson said confused.
 
   “Exactly,” Alex agreed.  “Which is why she is currently taking a leading role in planning and organising everything, keeping her fully occupied and not pondering what the hell we’re all conspiring about in my study.”
 
   “Good plan, Colonel,” Baracoa insisted.
 
   “Stop sucking up Baracoa, we all got dismissed, remember?  Hence no further promotions will be forthcoming.  Now, if you gentleman, and I use the term loosely, don’t mind, I would like to get this meeting finished before Jessica starts wondering exactly where we’ve all disappeared to.”
 
   “I have a question before we start, Colonel,” Sanderson interrupted, raising his hand.
 
   “Yes,” Alex said, between clenched teeth.
 
   “What’s the local sheriff doing here?”
 
   “Representing the interests of Lady Hadley,” came the unruffled response from the back of the room.
 
   “Well, that’s obvious,” Sanderson grumbled.  “But shouldn’t you be doing that by arresting us all, and then freeing Lady Hadley from her, um, odious planning duties?”
 
   “Look at it this way,” Abercrombie said.  “We’re all here to plan the most fortuitous way for Lady Hadley to return her family, right?”
 
   “Well, right after we get the ransom—finder’s fee,” Sanderson corrected after a glare from Abercrombie.
 
   “In which case my intention nicely coincides with yours.  Namely the safe return of Lady Hadley to her family, collection of any finder’s fee and our safe return,” said Abercrombie.
 
   “Great,” Alex rolled his eyes.  “Now that we’ve got that out of the way, let’s continue with the planning.  For obvious reasons the actual exchange isn’t going to take place here.  Capella and Osiris are also out—”
 
   “On account that you’re wanted dead or alive, but preferably dead, on both those planets,” Murdoch added helpfully.
 
   “—which is why it will take place on Elysium Fields.”  At the blank looks from around the table, Alex sighed. “A Nova class space station, five miles long with a mass of two and a half million tons, located approximately two light years from the Deneb System.”
 
   “Never heard of it,” Baracoa stated.
 
   “Well, now you have,” Alex said, dropping his data pad onto the desk.  “As you can see from the schematics there are only a limited number of docking points.  The rest of the hull consists of between eight to twelve metres of armoured hull plating—”
 
   “Sorry Colonel, but I can’t see.  Could you lean that way a bit,” Templeton motioned.
 
   “Here, let me enlargen this,” Alex said, tapping on the device.
 
   With a startled oath the occupants of the room stumbled back as a massive three-dimensional image of the station appeared, hovering several inches above the desk.  It was almost six feet long, half that in width and occupied most of the space in the room.
 
   “Whoa,” Sanderson exclaimed waving his hand through the projection, observing it ripple from his touch, “my one doesn’t do that.”
 
   “It’s the newest model, a prototype if you will,” Alex said dryly.  “Now, if everybody can see clearly?”
 
   With an affirmative nod from all the men, Alex proceeded to detail the plan, frequently adjusting the controls on the pad to pan left and right, occasionally enlarging a specific section.
 
   “At the moment there is only our team, what happens if Lord Hadley turns up with reinforcements?” Murdoch enquired.
 
   “It’ll be a stipulation of the exchange that Lord Hadley comes alone, or at least with a small entourage, as High-Lords rarely travel alone.  From everything I’ve heard of Lord Hadley, he’s honest in his dealings and is unlikely to risk the life of his eldest daughter by ignoring the conditions of the exchange,” Alex stated.
 
   “And what about High-Lord Stanton?” Sanderson asked.  “Surely by now he must know what has happened to his fiancée.  I doubt that he will stand idly by and watch, as soon as it’s confirmed that she’s safe, he’ll descend on the station with a battle fleet.  He won’t care who is innocent or guilty, but just slaughter everyone.”
 
   “We’ll be giving as little advanced notice of the location of the exchange as possible, hence he will not have time to marshal his forces, and he will simply have to bring whatever ships he has available.”
 
   “That’s a big if,” Sanderson said concerned.  “I wouldn’t put it past Stanton to turn up in person and break any promises Hadley might have made; he’s as slippery as an eel and I would trust a serpent over him, any day.”
 
   “Indeed,” Alex agreed, “High-Lord Stanton is nothing if not predictable.  I would be most disappointed if he didn’t at least try and renege on any agreement.  After all, if he isn’t going to play by the rules, then neither do we.  If Lady Hadley, his fiancée, isn’t enough to draw him outside of his protective shell, then I’m sure the opportunity to do away with me most definitely will.”
 
   “You expect High-Lord Stanton to be there, in person?” asked a shocked Templeton.
 
   “Of course,” Alex shrugged.  “I held his predecessor in high regard, and while he lived I couldn’t inflict on him the agony of losing his only son.  However, he is long dead now and Stanton has been the cause of too much misery and suffering.  I plan on completing the job that I left unfinished, but this time I won’t hesitate—I’ll decapitate him.  I’ve been told it’s the only way to deal with a snake, you cut off its head.”
 
   “And is Lady Hadley aware of this?” Abercrombie muttered.  “Your plans for her husband-to-be.”
 
   “She’ll thank me one day.  After she is married to some sucker, having made his life a living hell, with a dozen kids running around underfoot causing bedlam.  Then she’ll thank me; for death is quick and forgiving, married to Stanton would be an eternity trapped in a living-hell.”
 
   *****
 
   It was hours later and the fire had died down to just glowing embers, when their impromptu planning meeting finally broke up.  Templeton, Baracoa and Murdoch had long since departed, for their beds he assumed, but Alex wouldn’t have been surprised if the nearest tavern was currently doing a roaring trade.
 
   “Not on the rug!” he snapped at Sanderson, who’d just taken a large sip of wine and was now turning an alarming shade of puce from the tart taste.  “That carpet is priceless, being at least a hundred years old, made on Earth, transported a dozen light-years and it doesn’t necessitate a wine stain.”
 
   “By the High-Lords,” Sanderson gagged, spitting the wine back into his glass.  “You’re living in some kind of museum.  What on Arcturus possessed you to buy this place?”
 
   Alex just shrugged feebly, unable to understand himself what possessed him to commit such an act of utter madness, let alone explain it to these two.  For the mansion was Palladium in style, massive in grandeur, easily the equal of any palace owned by the High-Lords, with a maintenance budget to match.  For while they had an army of servants to clean, polish and repair every facet, he had Mary, a decrepit, part-time, gardener and himself.  It was utter folly and he would be the first to admit it.  However, since he’d first laid eyes on it, while on a temporary posting during some meaningless, random, troop rotation, he had been enthralled with the building, helpless to some seemingly invisible magnetic force.  It simply felt right, down to the very core of his being, as if it was encoded into his very DNA.
 
   “It was going cheap,” he finally muttered, as way of an explanation.
 
   “You’re assuming of course that Lady Hadley wants to leave,” Abercrombie commented, finally looking up from his wine glass.  He’d been twirling the stem of the glass between his thumb and forefinger for the past twenty minutes, admiring the play of colours from the ruby red wine in the glass, while consuming very little of it.
 
   “You must be soused, old man,” Alex rebuked reclining on the chaise longue.  He’d long since abandoned his boots and put his stocking covered feet up on the armrest.  He still hurt all over, the results of his earlier labour, or the tree that had subsequently fallen on him, he wasn’t totally sure.  “Of course she wants to leave.  It’s all she ever talks about.”
 
   “Not recently,” Abercrombie disagreed.  “In the past month, she’s cleaned the house from top to bottom, renovated your cloak room to turn it into a reception room and is currently planning the Harvest Festival celebrations in a manner that would make any Field General proud.  I was married for over twenty years, trust me when I say—she’s nesting.”
 
   Ignoring his earlier rebuke, Alex spat the contents of his wine glass across the antique Persian rug.  “She’s doing what?” he demanded, aghast.
 
   “Nesting,” Abercrombie said.  “I expect that she’ll be choosing curtains next which, by the way, you sorely lack,” he gazed at the worn, threadbare, ones disparagingly.  “You could do far worse.”
 
   “Far worse?” Alex replied uncomprehendingly.  “The blinds aren’t that bad.”
 
   “For a wife,” Abercrombie corrected.  “She’s smart, beautiful, headstrong, comes from a good family, richer than Croesus, and don’t tell me you don’t need the money.”
 
   “And you already quarrel, far more than most married couples.  That must be a good sign,” Sanderson added, as if dispensing marital advice was a regular occurrence.
 
   “Comes from a good family…” Alex spluttered, seemingly at a loss for words.  “There must be something wrong with this bottle of burgundy, although it doesn’t seem to have affected me yet.  Unlike the two of you, who have taken complete leave of your senses.  I promise you, the thought has never once crossed her mind.”
 
   “Which suggests that it has crossed your mind, probably more than once?” Abercrombie smirked.
 
   Alex peered mournfully into the bottom of his empty glass, about to drain the last few drops, before reconsidering.  Perhaps this bottle had been off, as he seemed to have been following close behind these two, along the yellow brick road to Bedlam.  Putting his glass carefully down on the side table, he slowly got to his feet, his aching muscles protesting every step of the way, but he doubted that he would be doing them much of a favour, by falling asleep on the couch.
 
   “I’m calling it a night,” he pronounced loudly to the room.  “I’ll let Jessica know in the morning that her presence here is no longer wanted and it’s time for her to return to her family.  I believe that a broken heart is a literary invention, and hence it doesn’t actually cause any long term health implications.  She has an important engagement with High-Lord Stanton and I’m not talking about the wedding.  Once he is dead I might finally be able to sleep at night, and not dread waking up the next morning wondering if I’m back in that six-by-four cell.”  With those parting words, he shut the door behind himself.
 
   Firmly.
 
   The company of guests was best enjoyed in moderation, he decided wearily on the way to his bed.
 
   *****
 
   The Harvest Festival celebrations were in full swing by the time Alex finally arrived.  He had made certain of that, by arriving several hours late.  The thought of being early, having to engage in meaningless small talk, while waiting for the other guests, filled him with dread.  He had been hoping to avoid attending altogether.  However, having searched fruitlessly for Jessica during most of the day, he had concluded that she was purposefully avoiding him.  Hence, as this was the only time and place he could be certain of finding her, he had come, albeit reluctantly.
 
   He looked around the festively decorated hall with interest, as it had been adorned with many of the bounties from the harvest.  Some of the fruits, vegetables and crops were not native to the moon, but occasionally a selection of the local, edible produce, could be seen, easily recognisable via their riot of colours; cyan, magenta, yellow and black.  While it was an annual celebration, this was the first time that he had ever attended.  In the past always justifying his absence by important prior engagements but, in truth, he could never summon up the enthusiasm to participate.
 
   Until recently he had very little in life to celebrate.
 
   He tossed that last thought around his head several times, wondering what was different this time.   Meanwhile he nodded greetings to several of his tenants that he recognised, politely declined half a dozen requests to dance and several further offers of food or drink.  He observed Abercrombie, Sanderson, Templeton, Murdoch and Baracoa partaking in all that was on offer.  But still he continued to wander around, eyes glancing left and right, peering between the crush of bodies, not really sure what he was looking for, until he found it.
 
   His breath caught in his throat when he finally spotted her and time seemed to stand still.  He’d seen her before of course, many times, dressed in anything from a silk camisole to rough spun work clothes, but never before had he thought she’d looked more beautiful. Wearing a daring scarlet satin evening gown with her waist-length hair tied back with a black ribbon.  Her gown had become bunched in the middle and the lace around the neckline wrinkled down, exposing a bit of extra cleavage, but she did nothing to correct her garment.  A fact that her dancing partner seemed to particularly enjoy, as his eyes rarely strayed to her face.  She caught sight of him, as her steps faltered for a moment, before she shot him a patronising smile and then turned her back on him.
 
   Alex ground his teeth together in frustration, resisting the urge to make a scene by marching over to the pair, tearing her from the arms of her dance partner and insisting that she right her dress.  Somehow Alex thought that was exactly what she expected, and he hated to be so predictable.  So instead he found his attention being averted by the yapping of Lucifer, who’d also decided to attend the celebrations, which pretty much meant that the entire household had now ignored his edict not to go there.  Shrugging, as he became accustomed to being ignored, he ambled off in the direction of Lucifer and a couple of children.  In the absence of a pony, they had obviously decided that Lucifer would suffice instead.
 
   Alex decided that he’d better intervene before Lucifer mistook a couple of the younger ones for hors d’oeuvre.
 
   *****
 
   Jessica could feel the hairs on the back of her neck standing on end and it wasn’t from the approaching thunderstorm, but instead a tempest of a very different kind.  She glanced up to confirm the fact and was momentarily taken aback by his searing gaze.  It was like a live electricity conduit arching across the room, connecting them.  He was furious, that was painfully obvious, but beyond that there was something else, far more elemental.  She would almost call it possessiveness.  Never one for taking others’ advice, having repeatedly been warned against baiting angry bears, she instead smirked, before purposefully turning her back on him.  She smiled in anticipation of the scene, him stalking over, demanding her attractive dancing partner immediately release her, which he would obviously do, to avoid grievous injury.  She would protest, of course, before graciously, but reluctantly, agreeing to dance with him instead.
 
   Any minute now…
 
   Ten minutes later, and having her partner step on her foot, one too many times, she felt her own temper start to boil.  Where was he?  What in Hades was he doing?  Didn’t he know his part to play?  Unable to stand the cumbersome dolt she was currently paired with any longer, she feigned exhaustion, quickly agreeing to his offer to get them both a drink, before promptly abandoning him and went hunting instead.
 
   She searched everywhere for him, but to no avail; food and drinks first, men were always hungry, followed thereafter by the gambling tables because if they weren’t eating or drinking, most men would probably gamble away money they could hardly afford to lose, especially in Alex’s case.  By now she was starting to get anxious, worried that he’d abandoned the party altogether, especially after all the effort she had made to get him there in the first place.   She was just about to give up entirely and admit defeat, when a dark blur shot from underneath the food table, a string of sausages in tow, vanishing into a thick crowd of children and adults alike.  Knowing that wherever Alex was, Lucifer was sure to be close behind, she wandered over to the crowd.  Her tall height giving her an advantage, as she spied Lucifer over the top of the crowd, with an assortment of items at his feet.  The children were all laughing delightedly while the adults clapped admiringly.
 
   “I hope that you’re not encouraging larceny,” Jessica asked Alex archly, having spotted him at the centre of the onlookers.  “You’re already in enough trouble as it is, what with the kidnapping…”
 
   “Lady Hadley,” Alex said looking up, giving her a broad smile that made him look at least a decade younger.  A smile that Jessica thought should be banned, having caught a dark look from more than one of the younger girls, who had obviously been enjoying his attention.  “How goes the dancing?  I hope that you still have some toes left?”
 
   Jessica frowned, wondering if mind reading was one of his many talents, and then followed his gaze to her mud splattered slippers.  So much for her polished debut, she thought dryly, before casting aside the illusion entirely.  “You’re late,” she snapped, appalled by her spiteful tone.  “You promised me a dance, almost ten minutes ago.”  He’d done nothing of the sort, except for the heated gaze that they’d shared earlier.  Still, he was too much of a gentleman to call her out over it and therefore simply bowed apologetically, took her hand and led her back towards the dance floor.
 
   “My apologies, your invitation must have gotten lost, in the post, perhaps?” he whispered knowingly into her ear.  “And such terrible timing as the orchestra seems to have just played the last tune of the evening.” Indeed, the few remaining couples were currently vacating the dance floor, when suddenly the orchestra struck up a new melody, a waltz.  “What the hell,” Alex groaned, before catching sight of Sanderson.  Standing beside the orchestra, grinning like an idiot, giving Alex a less than subtle thumbs up.  “I’ll kill him in the morning,” Alex muttered under his breath.
 
   “What did you say?” Jessica asked, giving him a perplexed look.
 
   Hardly able to explain about the duplicity of his soon to be ex-colleague, he instead said the first thing that came to mind.  “You look absolutely stunning tonight.”  Whoops.  While completely true, it wasn’t the sort of thing you were meant to just go blurting out.
 
   Jessica gave him a quizzical look, obviously thinking he was jesting, but upon realising that he was being sincere, flushed.  “Thank you.  In all honesty I thought that you would be angrier.”
 
   “Angry?  Why?” Alex asked, honestly confused.
 
   “My father certainly was, every time that I disobeyed him.”
 
   “Oh,” Alex said, as understanding finally dawned.  “I was never angry about that, in actual fact you’ve far exceeded my wildest expectations.  The harvest festival celebrations have been fantastic, the best that we’ve had in years, I’ve heard nothing but glowing praise, ever since I arrived.”
 
   “But you said…” Jessica’s eyes widened in understanding.  “You set me up,” she growled, but with little rancour, too busy basking in Alex’s admiration.  How often had she wished to hear such words from her own father?
 
   “In fact I’ve been constantly asked if you will be in charge of the preparations next year?” Alex continued on, oblivious to her internal thoughts.
 
   “Next year,” Jessica sighed, biting her lip.  She’d purposefully tried to ignore thinking of the future overly much, but it was easier done when she was being shot at.  Much harder when dancing in the arms of this man, as it felt like the two of them were alone, floating in a dream where nothing could intrude on her happiness—except for the weight of responsibility resting on her shoulders.  Never before had she noticed its weight so keenly, but now it pressed down on her on all sides.
 
   “You need to contact your father to let him know that you’re safe and well.  It’s been almost a month; he must be frantic with worry by now.”
 
   “I know, I just need a little more time,” she admitted.
 
   “Time that you no longer have.  I’ve given you as much as I can afford, but even I have my limits.  Tomorrow you must call your father.”
 
   “Very well,” she sighed.  For he had a point, she’d been selfish, thinking of nothing but herself and the opportunity to postpone her pending nuptials.  Alex was right, as her father and sister must be frantic by now.
 
   “I need you to give him a message from me, it’s important.  Can you do that?”
 
   “A message?” Jessica blinked in surprise, so caught up in her own thoughts she must have misheard.  “What message?”
 
   “Three days from now, he’s to meet us on Elysium Fields, your father will know of it,” Alex added, noticing her confused expression. “You’re to tell him that he’s to come alone, if he wants you returned safely, and—” he faltered.
 
   “And?” Jessica prompted, having a premonition that she wasn’t going to like what was coming next.
 
   “He’s to bring fifty million credits, in raw Al-Keishi pearls.”
 
   “And if he doesn’t?”
 
   “Then he’ll still get you back, but High-Lord Stanton certainly will not marry you.  He won’t want soiled goods.”
 
   “Why?” Jessica met his gaze, searching desperately for something, a reason, anything.
 
   “Honestly? Because I need the money.  Have you taken a good look around you recently?  I’ve got a house that is falling down around my ears, tenants that I cannot even afford to house, not to mention putting food on my table.”
 
   Jessica had to look aside, for she didn’t need to look far to see the truth in his eyes, more than that she could feel the intensity behind his words, he didn’t want the money for himself, but for others, she could hardly blame him for that, yet—
 
   “No.  I won’t do it.  In which case go ahead, do your worst.”  The words caught in her throat, when she felt the pressure of his arms tighten around her momentarily, and for a brief second she wondered if he would really carry out his threat.  She jumped nonetheless, like a skittish colt, when he pressed a soft kiss just above her collarbone.
 
   “I thought you might say that,” he took a step back and bowed politely.  “Thank you for the dance, Lady Hadley.”  Then he took another step backwards, vanishing into the crowd, leaving her standing there alone and bewildered.
 
   What had just happened?  What did he mean by that?
 
   *****
 
   Alex stepped out into the stifling night air, casually putting his hands in his pockets and waited.  It wasn’t much cooler outside than in, but at least it was a different type of hot air.  Looking up he could clearly make out the thunderheads rapidly gathering, it was going to be a once in a lifetime storm.  He could already feel the wind whipping at his clothes, a static charge running across his exposed forearms, he tipped his head back observing the stars overhead disappearing one by one.  He was standing on the very precipice of the storm and wanted nothing more than to open his arms and embrace it.  This was what he had missed most during his captivity, the pure elemental fury of nature.  He often felt that if he could look inside himself, peer into his very soul, this is what it would look like, a thundercloud ready to shatter.
 
   “Who the hell do you think you are?” a furious voice demanded from behind him.
 
   With his head tipped back, Alex let his eyes fall shut, hearing the tenor of her voice drift over him, just like the earlier breeze.  Yes, a mighty storm indeed.  He made sure that the smile was gone from his lips before he turned around to face her.  She was standing exactly as he imagined, with hands on her hips, a provocative posture indeed, which along with her scarlet dress made her look as tempting as sin.  He briefly considered indulging in his earlier threat, as he was certain that they would both enjoy it.
 
   Immensely.
 
   Unfortunately, he fully planned on keeping the promise he intended for her father, not that he was going to tell her that.  He wondered what it would’ve been like had they met in another time, a different life, perhaps his old one?  He thought they would have suited each other well, both possessing strong traits, with a stubborn nature to match.  All that she lacked was his rage, but she hadn’t had the benefit of years locked away in a deep, dark, pit to sharpen that to the degree he had.
 
   “Excuse me?” he eventually responded, allowing a hint of his earlier smile to seep through, knowing it would only infuriate her more.  He’d frequently dealt with strong personalities while in the marines, knowing how to use their own emotions against them.  To keep them off balance and not give them time to think things through.
 
   “Do you get off on threating people like that, then simply walking away?”
 
   “That’s the second time you’ve questioned my sexuality; it’s becoming a reoccurring theme with you.  I’ve certainly no shortage of women in my life, or my bed.  Young and old, single, married or widowed, I’m not particular.  I turned down several tempting offers only this evening.  I looked forward to sampling your charms, but alas it seems that I’ve been outbid by High-Lord Stanton, so I’ll just have to accept the fifty million from your father as recompense.”
 
   “You bastard!” Jessica exclaimed, lashing out at him.
 
   But Alex wasn’t some backwater thief.  Easily sidestepping the blow, he quickly darted forward, catching her wrist, spinning her round and pulling her tightly against him.  With her arms pinned to her side, he quickly, and effectively, immobilised her.
 
   “Hardly an insult, as it happens to be true,” Alex said quietly.  “Now stop and listen for once,” he added as he felt her squirming in his hold while trying to escape.  “If I wanted to threaten, or hurt you, I could have done so at any time.  Certainly at a more opportune moment than in the middle of a dance floor with witnesses all around.  I was actually trying to be sincere with my offer.  Talk to your father and explain the situation to him.  He’ll be so relieved that you’re unharmed he won’t blink an eye about the money, after all it’s a drop in the ocean compared to what he has.  The alternative will be far less pleasant, namely I’ll talk to him myself.  Tonight.”
 
   “No.  Let me go,” she cried, “Or I’ll rip off your arms and beat you over the head with them.”  Alex released her, taking a step away, holding his hands up in entreaty.  “You,” she continued contemptuously.  “What makes you think my father will ever believe anything that you have to say?”
 
   “Because on this occasion my reputation literally precedes me.  Calling to say that I have you in my possession, would be his worst nightmare come true.  I wouldn’t even need to make any threats against you, his imagination would supply far worse than I could voice aloud.  It doesn’t matter if you believe me or not, but I hold your father in high regard.  Of all the High-Lords, and I know many of them, he is by far the most honest, decent and trustworthy.  I could reassure him until the end of days that you are safe, alive and well, all to no avail, he will still believe the worst.  Spare your father the agony and talk to him yourself.  If you won’t do it for me, then at least do it for him.”
 
   “I should never have trusted you, when this is all over—”
 
   “Spare me,” Alex interrupted her, “It’s nothing I haven’t heard before.  I’ll add your name to an already long list.”
 
   “Fine.  Tomorrow I’ll call my father and give him your message.  But after I will do everything in my power to find you, but I won’t kill you.  Instead I’ll do far worse.  I’ll throw you back in that hole that you crawled out of, but this time throw away the key, forever.”
 
   Alex flinched, as if her earlier blow had finally struck home, before giving her a curt nod of understanding.  Watching, as trembling with fury, she turned her back on him, stalking away, before being swallowed up by the inky darkness.
 
   Overhead a jagged fork of lightning lit up the sky, followed moments later by a thunderclap that shook the very ground.
 
   The storm had finally arrived.
 
   *****
 
   Jessica hurriedly slammed the bedroom door behind her, so hard that the very frame shook.  She turned the key in the lock and then tossed it aside.  Safely ensconced in her room, she leant back against the door, taking deep, shuddering, breaths.
 
   What was she going to do now?
 
   Whatever she did she had to do it quickly, as she only had until tomorrow, when she had promised Alex she would talk to her father and demand something of him, which she already knew he didn’t have.  Fifty million credits? She felt like laughing out loud.  Alex should have asked for the stars themselves.  Her family was already in debt to the tune of one-point-two trillion.  Alex probably currently possessed more money than her combined family.  Sure, her father owned star systems, but he could hardly sell them.  All the rest of her family’s wealth was tied up in assets, stocks, bonds none of which could be easily liquidated and, even if her father could, he wouldn’t dare.  If the slightest whiff of a rumour that her family were in financial difficulties reached their creditors, they would pull the plug and everything would be lost forever.
 
   Alex was closer to the truth than he ever could have imagined when he announced that High-Lord Stanton had outbid everyone else.  For it had been a politically arranged marriage.  Once the two families were joined, Stanton would cover their immediate debts.  Alex was in danger of jeopardising everything, for without the money he wouldn’t release her, but if Alex didn’t free her, the marriage couldn’t proceed and, therefore, there would not be any money.  She found herself trapped in a vicious circle.  For one crazy, irrational moment she considered confessing all to him.  Still, he would laugh in her face.  No money?  It sounded pitifully weak, even to her own ears, her father had done too good a job hiding the horrific losses their family had amassed.
 
   No.  The only thing to do was to escape, tonight.  Straightaway.
 
   She was just about to hunt for the key she’d earlier discarded, when the door handle rattled.  She froze.  Her heart skipped a beat, wondering if it was Alex to announce that he’d changed his mind and that he was going to call her father tonight, or worse, that he wanted her to do so.  Her sensitive hearing eventually heard retreating footsteps and she took a deep breath, thankful for the temporary reprieve.  Obviously the bedroom door was now out of the question.  She hurried to the windows, opening them wide, but she was on the second floor, a good thirty foot drop to the ground.  Not even she, with her enhanced strength could jump that far without injury.  She looked around the room frantically, but it wasn’t as if she was going to find thirty feet of rope tucked away.
 
   Instead her eyes fell on the bed and an idea came to mind.
 
   *****
 
   With his fingers on the door handle to her bedroom, Alex hesitated.  What was he doing?  He didn’t even know if she was in there, but he’d searched everywhere else.  He considered knocking, but doubted that she would reply, even if she did it was unlikely to be a warm welcome. Alex smiled faintly, guessing her response.  Go screw yourself.  Yet, he didn’t want to leave things between them like this, but couldn’t think of what else he could possibly say to breach this chasm that now existed between them.  Therefore, he did the only thing he could to remedy this, and turned the handle.
 
   Locked.
 
   Well it wasn’t as if he was surprised and he briefly considered kicking the door down, but that was likely to result in him getting shot, after all, he’d told her to do exactly that.  Twice.  If he ever tried to enter without her permission.
 
   “Come on boy,” Alex sighed, looking down into Lucifer’s soulful eyes.  “Let’s go and get a drink shall we?  I think it’s going to be a long night.”  Lucifer reached up with his paw, scratching against the closed door, until Alex pulled him away, in the direction of his study.
 
   *****
 
   Staring down into the flicking flames of the fire, Alex still held his untouched wineglass firmly in his hand.  Outside he could hear the tempest raging.  While the rain hadn’t yet arrived, it wouldn’t be much longer.  The lightning was practically continuous now, the storm directly overhead and the windows rattled continuously from the wind and ringing peals of thunderclaps.
 
   A pitiful whine came from the direction of the door, as Lucifer had been pining there for the past hour, ever since he’d dragged him away from Jessica’s bedroom.  He was probably missing sleeping on her bed, as he’d done every night since Alex had left the two of them alone while he’d gone looking for Rifkin.  Alex couldn’t blame him, if offered the option of drinking alone in the study or warming Jessica’s bed, he would be pining for the latter too.
 
   Alex took a final look at the contents of his wineglass, before tipping the glass upside down and pouring the contents into the fire.  Seriously, Sanderson had the right idea as it tasted like cat piss and he couldn’t stomach the thought of it tonight.
 
   “Come on boy,” Alex announced walking over to the door, opening it wide for Lucifer, who immediately shot through the gap heading back towards her bedroom.  “It’s time to dog up and go and face her.  What’s the worst that she can do?”  Shoot you?  The thought leapt to the forefront of his mind, but he ignored it.
 
   Once again he found Lucifer and himself standing in front of her locked door, but this time he knocked, at least if she was yelling at him they would be conversing, but there was no reply.  Lucifer meanwhile started to scratch more loudly at the door.  Frowning, as she could hardly be asleep in this storm, he knocked louder.  But still no reply.  Lucifer started to bark, which startled Alex, as he could never remember Lucifer acting in such a fashion.  Hammering on the door, he shouted loudly, “Jessica.  Jessica?  Open this door at once or I’m going to kick it down.”
 
   With still no response from inside, Alex just looked at Lucifer and shrugged. “Well, I did warn her,” and kicked the door with his heel.  Once, twice, the third time the door split down the middle and Alex dived aside to avoid the hail of gunfire—which never came.
 
   Peering into the room, two things became immediately apparent.  The first was that Lady Hadley was no longer in residence and the second was how she had made her escape.  As tied to one of the bedposts were sheets that had been knotted together and led out through the open window.  Looking out of the window, Alex could just see the end of the makeshift rope that ended several feet above the ground.
 
   Jessica nowhere in sight.
 
   “No,” Alex snapped, catching Lucifer by the neck as he was already halfway through the open window.  “We’ll use the stairs like everybody else.  Jessica has been reading far too many gothic horror novels.”
 
   *****
 
   Jessica had barely been gone an hour and she was already having second thoughts about this plan.  The wind had picked up to almost hurricane force and she was having trouble even staying on her feet.  Added to that the darkness and sudden flashes of lightning sent shadows racing in every direction, causing a strange monochromatic effect on her vision.  Some distance back she had obviously wandered from the path and was now completely lost.
 
   “Well, at least if I have no idea where I am, then neither does Alex,” she sighed to herself resignedly.  She wrapped her arms tightly around herself, trying to keep the thin fabric of her evening dress from whipping in the wind.  In hindsight it might have been better to have changed into something more appropriate for travel, especially during a storm, but she’d been so focused on escape and worried about Alex’s return that she hadn’t given much thought to her dress, until now.  “Well, at least things can’t get any worse,” she said out loud, forgetting the first rule of life—never jinx it.
 
   With a massive peal of thunder, the heavens opened, literally, as the water didn’t come down so much as rain, but a waterfall. Idly Jessica wondered if they had lakes in Heaven, as she thought that one of them had sprung a leak.  Within seconds she was completely drenched, visibility had been reduced to nil and the ground had become waterlogged.  She tilted her head up, opening her mouth, taking a gulp of water which was refreshing and very cold.
 
   “At least this will slow down anybody trying to pursue me,” she voiced optimistically.  “They’ll never be able to follow my trail in this.”  With that she took a step forward.  Her sensitive hearing detected a distinctive snap before her nervous system could register the pain.  Her abrupt scream was drowned out by the torrential rain and thunder.  Landing with a splash in the mud she just had enough time to look up and observe the massive steel jaws of the man-trap wrapped around her ankle before she passed out.
 
   *****
 
   They made good progress for the first twenty minutes, as Lucifer was easily able to pick up her scent, Alex even thought he could catch an occasional hint of it.  But then the rain began and their progress came to an abrupt halt.  Fortunately, he had brought with him a sturdy jacket from his time in the marines.  It was completely waterproof and when he zipped it up it formed an airtight seal with his skin.  This had the fortunate side effect of trapping a layer of warm air beneath, which kept him warm, but that couldn’t be said for the rest of him.  The rain was coming down so heavily, he would have needed a nuclear-biological-chemical isolation suit to remain completely dry and warm.
 
   Lucifer, however, seemed completely unaffected, Alex observed glumly.  Perhaps they didn’t have rainstorms in hell and hence he was simply enjoying the shower?  Trying to peer, futilely, through the rain, he intellectually knew that they should turn back, wait for first light and then organise a systematic search.  Still, that stubborn part of him which had seen him get through his incarceration and determination to refuse to bow in to despair, gave him the willpower to keep searching for her.
 
   “We’ll keep going in this direction and hope that she hasn’t wandered off,” Alex decided, looking at Lucifer.  He was about to take a step forward, but stopped, catching Lucifer before he could do likewise.  A flash of lightning lit up the night sky and the light reflected off the steel mantrap, only a foot in front of them.  “Stay behind me and watch your step,” Alex ordered.  His tenants were expressly forbidden from laying such traps and he knew that they heeded his order.  Unfortunately, he’d come across several poachers from the city setting such traps, but none of them had returned.  All of his residents, but especially the children, had been warned never to wander from the paths.
 
   Carefully stepping around the trap and keeping his eyes and ears peeled, they pressed on in the direction that she had been taking.  They continued on, looking fruitlessly for over an hour and Alex was just about to abandon the search when he first heard the sound, faint as it was.  He stopped.  Straining his ears, he thought that he had imagined it, when it came again, stronger this time.  Turning into the wind, he took several steps in that direction then stopped and listened again.  Lucifer did the same, his ears pricked up, then turned round and bounded off into the night.  Alex followed close behind, trusting Lucifer’s hearing more than his own.
 
   He would have tripped over them both, had he not been carefully sweeping the ground ahead of him for more traps.  He observed the steel jaws of the snare, before her.  With her crimson dress soaked through and now covered in mud, it acted as an effective camouflage.  He might have missed her completely, were it not for the jaws trapping her leg, exposing a large amount of pale flesh, dripping with blood.
 
   Her pale face turned from Lucifer to stare at him, her expression startled, surprise and shock warring on her face.  Clearly she hadn’t been expecting him.  Her blue eyes, now obscured with pain, strained to focus on him.  She tried to say something, but it was cut off by a low, guttural, moan of pain.
 
   He fell to his knees, as if in benediction that he had found her alive—at least for now.  However, he was worried by her pale pallor, the horrific injury to her leg and obvious blood loss.
 
   Again she tried to say something, but it was drowned out by the ferocity of the storm raging around them.  Leaning forward, closer, so he could hear her, she tried again.  “Sorry, so sorry,” she whimpered, miserably.  Alex felt something bubbling up inside of him, trying to claw itself free.  Ever since he’d found the window open and her missing, he’d felt the anger growing inside of him.  During their search he had stoked it, adding fuel to the flames until it had grown to a raging inferno inside him.
 
   “Don’t,” he snapped, brushing away a strand of hair that had become plastered to her forehead.  “I don’t want to hear any excuses or justifications for this lunacy.  You could have died, and still may.  I would kill you myself, were it not for the little matter of your father.  I’ve had to tell too many parents of the loss of their loved ones, to see something shrivel up and die in their eyes.  I can’t and I won’t ever do that again.”
 
   “Cold,” she shivered and her eyes lost their momentary focus as she began to drift off once again.
 
   “Don’t you dare,” Alex snapped his fingers, slapping the ground next to her, sending muddy droplets flying.  “Stay awake and focus on me.”
 
   “Sleep,” she slurred listlessly.  “So tired.”
 
   “To hell with that,” Alex snarled taking both her cold cheeks in the palm of his hands, angling her head up, using his own to shield her from the rain.  He clamped his lips over her icy-cold ones, the shock causing her eyes to open wide and gasp.  He took the opportunity, forcing his tongue past her lips, plunging it into her mouth.  Kissing her with an intensity and desperation that took even him by surprise.  He poured everything he had into her, all the anger, worry and pain that he’d been nurturing ever since he discovered her missing.  Trying to tell her the things that he could never voice out loud; that he didn’t care about the money, but her, only her, forever.  In his life, his house, his heart.  Her coughing brought him at least back to his senses and he opened his eyes, staring into her alert gaze.
 
   “You need to go and get help,” she whispered urgently.  “I’ve tried to prise open the snare, but the spring is too strong and I can’t manage it.”
 
   Alex glanced down at the steel teeth embedded deep into her ankle.  The spikes were designed to stop an animal tearing itself free, and the twelve inch jaw would have to be forced open to release her foot.  Quickly unzipping his jacket, he wrapped it around her, helping to shield her from the rain and give her whatever remained of its warmth.  Within seconds his cotton shirt was soaked through, not that he paid it any attention, taking hold of the jaws of the snare and trying to pull them apart.
 
   They didn’t budge.
 
   “Alex,” Jessica retorted.  “Leave it. I have already tried, they’re too strong.  Go and get help.”
 
   “You know, I think I preferred you comatose,” he gasped between gritted teeth, spreading his shoulders wide to try and get better leverage on the jaws.
 
   “Alex please get help.  Leave me here, I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   “No!” he screamed, his vision darkening dangerously, as he put his entire being into prising the two jaws apart.  With a loud ping, the spring snapped and the jaws came apart, releasing her leg.
 
   “But how did you do that?” She looked first at the broken snare and then at her leg now free.  She shook her head, “I must have lost even more blood than I thought.”  Using her hands, she carefully pushed herself up into a sitting position, before rolling over onto her knees, and then by carefully levering herself up, she was able to stand.
 
   “What do you think you’re doing?” Alex screamed.  He scrambled to his feet having regained his breath.
 
   “I’m fine,” Jessica retorted.  “I can walk back myself, it’s not as if I need you to carry—” She wavered on her feet slightly, turning a slickly shade of grey.  “On second thoughts perhaps…” With that she slipped into a dead faint.  Alex only managed to catch her at the last moment and stopped her falling back into the mud.
 
   “Great,” he sighed.  “Now you decide to pass out on me.”  Grunting, he lifted her into his arms, making sure that Lucifer was close behind, and he turned round, heading back for home.
 
   *****
 
   The first thing that he did upon arriving home was to boil some water and, after carefully cleaning her injured leg, he inspected the wound, and was relieved to find that the injury wasn’t as bad as he first thought.  While it had bled profusely, the lacerations were not deep, barely penetrating the layer of muscles.  After making sure that the wound was thoroughly clean, he dressed it with clean bandages.  Which left him with the pressing problem of what next to do with her.  She hadn’t roused once during the journey back and he’d already dismissed Mary for the evening, to allow her to enjoy the celebrations.  Which left him with one unconscious, and half-drowned woman, on his hands.
 
   “Come on Alex,” he voiced aloud.  “Get a grip, you can do this.  This is survival, not seduction.”  He blew on his freezing hands in an attempt to warm them up, before laughing nervously, realising that she wasn’t in any state to notice.  He quickly and efficiently stripped her to her underwear before slipping on one of his large, oversized shirts.  He was relieved to see that it almost reached down to her thighs.  Turning her onto her stomach, he quickly divested her of her bra, and then decided that was more than enough, before sliding her under the blankets.
 
   Relived to have that chore over and done with, he quickly ridded himself of his own wet clothes, drying off the excess water with a towel and made his way to her room.  With the window left open and the fire long since extinguished, he’d decided to give Jessica his room and bed, again.  While her room was freezing, he didn’t mind, the cold would do him some good, cooling his ardour and taking his mind off his earlier actions.
 
   Deciding to check on her one last time, he found her lips blue and she was shivering uncontrollably.  His first thought was to prepare a warm bath, but he quickly dispelled that idea.  With the time it would take to heat the water, then carry it upstairs, she would have died from hyperthermia three times over.
 
   He didn’t even need to refer to his survival training to know the next best course of action.  He tiredly rubbed the palm of his hand against his eyes.  He was physically exhausted from the earlier search and then having to carry her all the way back to the house.  All he wanted to do was sleep, hence the likelihood of him molesting her in his slumber, was pretty remote.
 
   Rubbing his scratchy eyes, he slid into the bed next to her and, taking a deep breath, he rolled over, pulling her close to him, so as to share his body heat before willing himself to sleep.
 
   It was a long time coming.
 
   *****
 
   He noticed, with some amusement, that she woke the same as always—sliding her hands under the pillow, reaching for her pistol, that wasn’t there.  “I was rather hoping that you wouldn’t need that,” he said.
 
   She immediately rolled over to come face-to-face with him.  Alex wondered how she would react if he leaned forward to give her a good morning kiss.  Instead, she blinked sleepily, staring at him for several confused seconds.  “What are you doing here, in my bed?”
 
   “Actually you’re in my bed, again,” Alex shrugged.  “I should point out that this seems to be becoming a regular occurrence.  Perhaps I should just ask Mary to relocate your belongings to my room?”  Having half scared him out of his mind last night, she was long overdue some retribution.
 
   “But why?”
 
   “The usual reason,” he shrugged.  “You passed out on me.  Again.”
 
   “What!  Why?” she sat up abruptly.  “Wait.  I remember now.  The storm, the rain, I caught my foot in some sort of snare.”
 
   “Not mine, I assure you.  They’re prohibited on my land, but I have an ongoing problem with poachers.  I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” he added warningly as she was about to throw back the covers and make a quick exit.  “Normally I sleep in my shirt, however it was drenched last night, and you’re currently wearing my only spare so—”
 
   “You’re naked under there?” she asked with a horrified expression.
 
   “As the day I was born,” Alex clarified cheerfully.
 
   “By the Gods…” she sighed, slumping back onto the bed, her head resting on the pillow, eyes closed resignedly.
 
   “I don’t think your father would be pleased to hear that particular prayer,” Alex said warningly.  “Roll over,” he said, poking her in the side.
 
   “Why?  Am I on your side of the bed?” she demanded sarcastically.
 
   “No,” Alex replied grimly, “but you do have a nasty leg wound.  I want to check your bandage.”
 
   “Oh,” she replied quietly.  “I’d forgotten about that.”  The last came out as a high-pitched squeak as he tossed the covers back.  “I thought you said you were naked?”
 
   “I am,” he replied calmly.  “So if you don’t want to peek, I suggest you just keep your eyes closed.”
 
   “Right,” she said, her voice muffled by the pillow.  “How does it look?”
 
   “From where I’m sitting, pretty damn good,” Alex whistled, observing the curve of her spine, his shirt having ridden up during the night, until it barely covered her bottom.
 
   “Ow, I’m stiff all over,” she exclaimed, arching her back like a kitten.
 
   “Tell me about it,” he muttered, but helpless to her request, he reached out with his hands, probing gently with his fingers, until he found the tight bundle of nerves, before pressing, firmly.
 
   “Oh, that feels so good,” she hummed.
 
   He nibbled at her shoulder.  “Do you want me to stop?”
 
   “Oh…that’s unfair.”
 
   He smiled.  His body, completely unconcerned with tact or patience, was already tightening, thickening.  It was fruitless, he knew.  But he couldn’t help hoping he was making some headway.  She arched her neck, just a little, as if at war with her own body.
 
   “Relax,” he instructed.
 
   Instead of sitting back though, he let his hand drift gently across the lovely swell of her breasts, watching his fingers rise and dip.  He could hear the rasp of her breathing; he saw her nipples tighten and press against his shirt.  He wanted his mouth on them, his tongue.  He wanted to suckle until she shrieked.  He settled for just brushing his fingers back and forth, back and forth, so lightly he knew she couldn’t complain, so slowly he couldn’t frighten her.
 
   Her eyes were drifting shut, her head drooping back against the pillow.
 
   Her fingers were opening and closing on her lap.  Alex hadn’t meant to become even this intimate.  He wasn’t certain how far she would allow him to progress.  His heart had begun to thud in his chest, and his groin was a giant ache.  He was going to be in for a long cold bath later.
 
   Bending over, not even breathing for fear he would startle her, he laid his lips against the swell of her breast.  Her reaction was instantaneous.  She gasped, twisting and pushing at him.  It didn’t take Alex a second to understand.  But instead of backing off, he held her.  He could hear the rasp of her breathing and saw the wild look in her eyes and realised that he wasn’t frightening her.  He knew he could do only one thing.  Freeing one hand, he pushed her sleeve down.  She flinched, not breathing, staring at anything but him, with eyes as big as saucers.  He leaned over and laid his lips back down on her.
 
   She froze.  He moved to the other breast and repeated his action.  He felt a sob catch in her chest.
 
   “You have never been more beautiful,” he reassured her.  “It’s a wonder I can keep my hands off you.”
 
   She said not a word, but he felt her stiffen.  He kissed her again, at the juncture of her throat.  She softened a bit.  Reaching down, he clasped her hand in his and protected it as he tasted her exposed skin.  One kiss, then another.  A quick brush of the tongue that left him rigid and painful.  Her breasts were so firm, so high, her nipple clearly outlined against the thin cotton of his shirt.  He licked across her breast and then, gently, blew until he saw goose bumps.  He felt her pulse begin to race and her breath grow shallow, until her eyes fluttered completely closed and she trusted him enough to rest against his arm.
 
   He was shaking with the effort of trying to control his body.  He was dying with hope.  He wanted to span her waist with his hands and taste her, taunt her and stoke the passion he knew flowed through her.
 
   But he couldn’t.  Not yet.
 
   Not if he wanted her to ever trust him again, because suddenly that was more important than the hot arousal she was unleashing.  It was more imperative than pleasure, or peace.  Suddenly he knew that he wasn’t finished with his responsibilities.  This might well kill him, but it would be worth it if he could set her free, to choose her own destiny.
 
   Lifting his head, he gazed down on the lush beauty of her face, now flushed and softened with arousal.  He bent close to her, breathing softly to enable her to feel it on her cheek.  Gently, so gently, she might think it her imagination, he met her lips with his.
 
   “Open for me,” he commanded softly.
 
   Her eyes flew open.  Her pupils were huge, almost drowning the clear blue of her eyes.  He saw a flash of fear; but he also saw hunger.  He knew she was fighting him and decided to help.  Bending back to her, he dropped a kiss along the very corner of her mouth.  She instinctively turned to him.  He deepened the kiss, searching her lips with his own, pressing, savouring the luxury of her mouth.  He pulled her lower lip between his teeth and sucked at it.
 
   Her heart was thundering now; he wasn’t sure whether in fright or passion.  He prayed for passion.  He decided to chance it and slid his tongue along her lips, wetting them, relishing their taste, gently, insistently, begging for entry.  And just when he thought he would never breathe again, she opened.
 
   His body all but seized in excitement.  His own heart was matching and outdistancing hers.  By the High-Lords, it was just a kiss.  He couldn’t remember when last he’d spent so much time simply exploring a mouth.  But this mouth was special.  Breaching these defences was a triumph.
 
   Slowly, he leaned back, bringing her with him so that she half lay on top of him.  He turned his head to fit her mouth better, moved his hand so that he could winnow his fingers through the silk of her hair, cupped her face with his other hand and, as gently as possible, he slipped his tongue inside her mouth and plundered it.
 
   He felt her hands come up as if to push away.  He refused to stop, searching out the hot, slick recesses of her mouth.  He tasted wine and cinnamon and something smoky.  He inhaled her surprised little gasps.  He fought to control himself, in case she truly meant to stop him.  But her hands, hovering just a moment between them, settled on his chest as if seeking balance.  Her arms curled around his neck.  Her body began to melt against his, even when he could almost hear her instincts crying out for caution.
 
   It was one of the most difficult things he’d ever done before, but he held his passion in check.  Still as his own body screamed for more, his fingers ached for her breasts, her belly, her sleek, strong legs, as his heart thundered in anticipation of climax, even as he savoured the lightning unleashed by the flicker of her tongue against his, he began to gentle his movements.  He drew back from her, stroking her lush hair, dropping kisses along her forehead, her closed eyes, her ear, her throat.
 
   She whimpered in protest when he drew her head down to his shoulder and just held her.  He could feel her body tremble with the passion he’d stirred.
 
   “We need, no must, stop Jessica.  For if we go further I’ll be breaking my promise to you, and one I intend for your father, that you’ll be released, unharmed.  You need to be given the chance to decide your own fate.  If I take that from you, I’ll be no better than Stanton.”
 
   Removing himself from her embrace was the hardest thing he had ever done, but he knew if he didn’t now, while he was still strong, he would never be able to walk away from her.  Therefore, paying no heed to his own nudity, he stepped from their bed, reaching for his trousers.  He had only just finished fastening them, and was reaching for his still damp shirt, when a gasp from behind had him turning around.  He only had a glimpse of her, a vision in white, with the sheet wrapped tight around her, when he felt her light touch on his shoulder.
 
   “Your back,” she breathed in horror.  “What happened?”
 
   He cursed softly, having long forgotten about the scars, not used to being unclothed, at least not during the day.  They no longer bothered him, not like the injury to his side, which still hurt like the devil in the cold and damp.
 
   “A faint reminder of my time spent in prison, nothing more,” he replied casually, raising his arms to slip on his shirt and hide the wounds, but Jessica would have none of it.  Pushing his arms aside, she ran her fingertips along the length of the wounds.  There were exactly seventeen of them and he had counted them, one at a time.  Hard not to really, when each lash landing on him felt like his very soul being shredded.
 
   “What sort of prison were you in, where they whipped their inmates?” she demanded, with such outrage on his behalf that Alex couldn’t help but smile.
 
   “It wasn’t a regular occurrence, or even an officially sanctioned one, I can assure you.  Instead it was done by my fellow convicts, to convey a message to me, from somebody on the outside.”
 
   “Why?  What was the message?”
 
   “That even there he could still reach me, that nowhere was safe from his retribution.”
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   “I didn’t appreciate being their whipping boy and tried to fight them off.  I broke at least one of their noses, which didn’t go down well.  As a reward they stuck a shank in my side, to subdue me, while they finished delivering the rest of the message.”
 
   “A shank?”
 
   “The name for a knife in prison, in this case, a three inch shard of broken glass.”  Alex pointed to the jagged scar on his waist, just above his hip, but below the ribs.  “Fortunately its shape meant that once they’d speared me in the side, it got trapped and they couldn’t withdraw it.”
 
   “You call that, fortunate?”
 
   Alex turned to face her, touched by the concern and anger, in her expression.  “Yes, fortunate,” he continued on quietly.  “As unable to retrieve it, they simply abandoned it there.  While I couldn’t pull it out either, I was able to break off a substantial piece that was still sticking out of me.” 
 
   “And then what?” she asked, holding his gaze.
 
   “Then I stuck it into the throat of the man holding me down.  He suffocated to death, drowning in his own blood.  I then, forcibly, took the whip from the other and strangled him with it.  It took a dozen guards to finally subdue me, but by then it was too late, he was already dead.  They charged me with murder for both of the deaths.  Fortunately, capital punishment wasn’t permitted and having already been sentenced to life imprisonment, all they could do was put me in that dark, six-foot-by-four cell, all alone and, as you so eloquently put it, threw away the key.”
 
   “I threatened to have you thrown back, where they did this…” Jessica ran her fingers along the puckered skin, which demarked the very edge of the injury.  “I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”
 
   “Which pleases me more than you could possibly imagine, as I wouldn’t wish such a fate on anybody.”
 
   “Not even the one that sent you that message?”
 
   “No.  For that would make me just as vile as him.  Instead, I will kill him with my own two hands, as I have no need to send another.  Now, I will leave you to get dressed.  Mary will be up shortly if you need any help, but I would suggest you first return to your own room.  Trust me when I say, I’ll never hear the end of it if she finds out that you slept here last night.  I’ll see you at breakfast and then we will depart.”
 
   “Depart?  Where?”
 
   “You’ve a long overdue call with your father.  Unless you’ve changed your mind?”
 
   She shook her head, this time refusing to look him in the eye.
 
   “No, I didn’t think so,” he said softly, closing the door behind him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Elysium Fields.
 
   Homer’s final resting place for the souls of the heroic and the virtuous Greeks.  Ironic really, that along with being home to the worst cesspool of humanity, it was also where I grew up.
 
    —From the journal of Lord Alexander Greystone.
 
    
 
   Location - Unknown.
 
    
 
   Lady Jessica Hadley, betrothed of High-Lord Stanton, heiress to at least a dozen star-systems, stared outside in complete and utter rapture.  Surely, this was the closest that one could get to Heaven?  The stars seemed so bright, so close at hand that she could almost reach out and touch them.  She actually tried doing so, but was blocked by the aluminium silicate glass, a thin partition between her and the universe at large.  Her father’s ship of choice for Faster-Than-Light travel was a sleek frigate, almost two hundred meters long, with a crew of two hundred and a top speed of one-point-two light-years per hour.
 
   It was fast and economical, but spartanly furnished.
 
   But here she was, roughly twenty light-years from the nearest celestial body, in a shuttle less than a tenth of that size, with only its present owner for company.  He was waiting, impatiently she assumed, in the main living quarters of the ship, surrounded by luxury that her father could only dream of.  From hand carved oak panelling, thick Aubusson carpets to a massive silk draped bed.  She knew that some families possessed ships, several times larger, who travelled in equal luxury, but surely none had a view quite like this?  For seated alone in the cockpit, she was surrounded on all sides by an encompassing, wraparound window that gave her an unimpeded view.  With no flight controls or instruments in sight, she could bathe in the starlight, seemingly floating along with them.
 
   Just another star, lost amongst their multitudes.
 
   Involuntary her eyes slid closed and she took a deep breath, releasing it slowly, feeling all the tension ebb and flow out of her, for her own problems seemed to pale in comparison, insignificant, but not unforgettable.  Sighing, she opened her eyes and raised her right hand.  Summoned by her gesture, as efficient as any servant, the flight computer appeared hovering by her side.  She still marvelled at it, being far more efficient than the endless displays and consoles on her father’s ships.  She wondered why nobody else had thought of it before.  She picked out of mid-air the communication sub-system, entering the personal code for her father.  Her finger hovering over the virtual keypad for a second longer than necessary when, with a further sigh of acceptance, knowing she was just delaying the inevitable, she activated the communication system.
 
   The view from outside instantly dimmed, surrounding her in darkness, but only for a second, as a light appeared a few feet in front of her, a pin-prick at first but rapidly grew larger to nearly fill the cockpit.  Jessica shook her head in disbelief, why talk to someone dozens of light-years away, when she could transport herself there, virtually, instead?  Her father also possessed such technology, which was the size of a large house, but here, on this ship, it seemed almost mundane.
 
   “Father,” she announced in greeting, suppressing a laugh at his startled expression.  To have a daughter, missing for several weeks as a result of a violent kidnapping, suddenly appear in front of you, in your own home, would rattle even the most composed individual.
 
   “Jessica, darling,” he cried, instinctively taking a step towards her.  He said her name with such heartfelt relief that it brought a tear to her eye.  Alex had been right all along; she had been terribly selfish to wait so long before contacting him.
 
   “I’m fine,” she blurted out, to hurriedly reassure him.  Not wishing to draw out his torment a moment longer.  “I’m sorry I couldn’t contact you earlier, but things have been, well, crazy.” Which was certainly the understatement of the century, she thought.
 
   “We’ve been so worried…where are you?”
 
   “Right now, I’m not entirely certain,” she replied truthfully.  As while Alex had given her access to the flight computer, he’d withheld access to the navigational systems.  Not that she needed his permission to know that currently they were in the middle of nowhere.  She had decided not to mention where she’d been, with Alex and Sheriff Abercrombie’s conversation about battle fleets still at the forefront of her mind.  While she had resented Alex’s plan, she acknowledged that it was far more prudent.  Too many innocent people would be caught in the crossfire if she let slip the whereabouts of his home.
 
   “Well, if you don’t know where you are, at least tell me who has you?”
 
   On this topic Jessica felt on even more shaky ground, as Alex had been vague about what to discuss, beyond insisting that she pass on his message.  He’d left her alone with the reminder that he would be monitoring their conversation closely and wouldn’t hesitate to terminate the connection if she mentioned anything she shouldn’t.
 
   “He calls himself Lord Greystone,” she answered cautiously.  “I’ve never seen or heard of him before,” she added truthfully, purposefully trying to put an end to the topic.
 
   “But what does he want?” High-Lord Hadley asked, bewildered.
 
   “Money Dad, nothing else.”  She didn’t need to hide the anger behind that declaration.  If Alex was monitoring the communication, then this wouldn’t come as any surprise to him.  Certainly it was all she meant to him, a walking, talking, pot of gold.  He even admitted that she would return home, in exactly the same condition as he found her.  Probably worried he might not get paid, she thought.
 
   “That won’t be a problem,” another, far colder voice suddenly interjected into the conversation.
 
   A shiver ran down Jessica’s spine as another man stepped forward, into the projection.  From a distance he shared more than a passing resemblance to Alex, tall, broad shouldered, but with blond hair, compared to Alex’s darker hair.  He was also considerably paler, almost albino, devoid of all colour.  Alex was more bronzed, probably from all his time spent outside, Jessica realised, recollecting Alex, covered in sweat, swinging his axe against the tree.  Shaking her head in disbelief, she recognised that she shouldn’t be comparing Alex with her fiancé, as while they’d never met in person, she instinctively recognised the figure of High-Lord Stanton.
 
   “My Lord,” she straightened instinctively.  “I wasn’t aware that you personally knew of my situation.  Your participation isn’t necessary; this is most decidedly a family matter—”
 
   “Your father, quite rightly, immediately informed me of the situation and requested my assistance in retrieving you.  We’re betrothed and therefore practically family, hence my involvement.  Now what are the terms of your release?”
 
   Jessica bit her lip, torn by indecision, but in the end she had promised Alex to deliver the message.  After all, even if she requested to speak to her father, alone, it was likely that he would relay the message to High-Lord Stanton anyway.  She wondered why her betrothed being involved suddenly filled her with such fear.
 
   Even this far out on the very edge of the Imperium, I’ve heard the rumours that Greystone and Stanton have—history.
 
   Sheriff Abercrombie’s statement in his office continued to rattle around her head, while she repeated the message that Alex had insisted that she deliver, word-for-word.
 
   “You are to meet us, three days hence, in Elysium Fields.  If you want me returned safe and unharmed, you are to come alone and bring fifty million credits, in raw Al-Keishi pearls.  If you don’t—” she trailed off, refusing to say the words, not with the firm gaze of her intended staring intently at her.
 
   “I think we can assume the worst,” High-Lord Stanton said dryly.
 
   “Lord Greystone said that he’ll return me to you anyway but, I quote, High-Lord Stanton certainly will not marry you.  He won’t want soiled goods.”
 
   At these words her father turned a deathly shade of grey, having to reach out for a table to steady himself, but High-Lord Stanton’s reaction was nothing more than a brief flicker of surprise in his eyes, before they returned to their usual steely-grey.
 
   With a brief glance in the direction of High-Lord Hadley, Stanton nodded his acknowledgement of the message.
 
   “We’ll be there, with the money.”
 
   *****
 
   It was almost thirty minutes later when Jessica stepped from the cockpit into the main living quarters.  She wasn’t surprised to observe Alex reclining in a chair, with his feet propped up on a table, intently focused on a data-pad.  Probably what he’d been using to monitor her conversation in real-time, she surmised.  However, she was amazed to see that he was still paying such attention to it, her conversation having finished several minutes before.  He seemed to have failed to observe her entrance, so intent on the device in his hands.
 
   Curious to know what he was studying so attentively, she quietly approached and just as he registered her presence, she flicked out her hand, snagging the device from his grasp.
 
   “Hey, I was reading that,” Alex said irritably.  “If you want to read it, go and find your own.”
 
   Jessica twisted the data-pad around until the text was the right way up, blinking in surprise, when she read the title.
 
   The Three Field System applied to Tidally Locked Planets.
 
   “You’ve been reading this?” she demanded, angrily.  “The whole time?”
 
   “Yes, now give it back.  It’s got some really useful suggestions of how I can increase my crop yields with the minimum of expenditure.”
 
   “You said you would be monitoring all my communications!”
 
   “No,” Alex said, “I warned you that I could monitor your communication.  Which I could, if I knew how.  I’m sure that I could, probably by accessing the communication sub-system from this device and piggybacking the carrier signal onto it, but frankly I’ve got absolutely no idea how to go about doing that.  This ship didn’t exactly come with an instruction manual,” he added grumpily, snatching the device back from her.
 
   “But I could have told my father anything.  Who you really are, where you live, how to find me.  You could have a fleet of warships on their way to your home, right this very minute.”
 
   “Did you?” he asked curiously, swiping at the data-pad to turn the page.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Didn’t think so,” he said smugly.  “And how is Dad?”
 
   “Fine,” she hesitated, before taking the vacant seat next to him. “He was worried about me.”
 
   “I told you he would be.  I’ve no children, but I imagine that if I did, and one was taken from under my roof, I would be extremely concerned.”  He flickered to the next page, turning the device upside down, making neither head-nor-tail of the diagram, scratching his nose in puzzlement.
 
   “High-Lord Stanton was there,” she suddenly blurted out, before snapping her jaw shut.  She had no idea why she said that out loud, especially after he’d just admitted to not listening in, but perhaps it was because he hadn’t listened.
 
   Alex tensed for a moment, before shrugging, turning the page.  “How is your fiancé doing?  Probably relieved to have you home soon, so he won’t have to go to all the trouble of rescheduling the wedding.”
 
   “I told him what you said.”
 
   “I see,” Alex replied coolly, “and what did he reply?”
 
   “He didn’t say anything, really,” she shrugged.  “He just looked, surprised.”
 
   This response seemed to incense Alex.  For he discarded the device, angrily tossing it onto the desk, before dropping his feet to the floor and jerking his chair back.
 
   “What?” she demanded, taking a step back as she could feel the anger emanating from him, a terrible, tangible thing.
 
   “You don’t even know any better, do you?” Alex derided.  “Or perhaps you just don’t care.” He turned away from her, back towards the cockpit.
 
   “What is your problem with High-Lord Stanton?” she shouted after him.  “Whenever I mention him you ignore me, or change the topic.” Perhaps this was why she’d really brought up his name, because this time she was determined to get an answer.
 
   “My problem with Stanton?” Alex replied angrily, pivoting back round to stare heatedly at her.  “Is that he doesn’t even care enough to fight for you.”  He stalked over to her, trapping her against the chair, putting an arm either side of her to stop her escaping.  “For your future reference, the correct response when being told that somebody you care about, no, somebody you love, is in danger; are shock, anger and outrage.”  As if to reinforce the point, he made a fist and punched the arm of the chair.  “You look that person you love in the eye, and tell them you will find them.  No matter how long it takes, or the cost.  That you’ll tear the galaxy apart, system-by-system looking for them if that is what it takes.  You’ll never stop and, when you eventually find that person who you love so much, you’ll take them into your arms, to protect them from all the ills in this universe, and never, ever, let them go.”
 
   “You would say that?” she asked, shocked.
 
   “Yes, for that is what it means to be in love.  To care for another, above all else.   Why, what would you say?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she replied honestly, having never given the question any thought before, but remembering her father’s violent reaction upon hearing the news.  She wondered what she would have done, had their roles been reversed.  Still, she instinctively knew that Alex was right, as she adored her father and younger sister and would do anything to protect them.  Even marry a man that she’d never met, that she would never love…
 
   “Alex,” she asked hesitantly.  “What would you have said, if it had been me, taken from you?”
 
   “It hardly matters, does it?” he replied rhetorically.  “You have Stanton to fight those battles for you now.”
 
   “But what if he didn’t exist, but it was just you, and me?  Would you have come looking for me?”
 
   Alex stood still, facing away from her, seemingly torn by indecision, before replying softly, “No.  I would not have come looking for you.”
 
   “Oh,” she replied.  With his back to her, he failed to observe the momentarily flash of pain across her face.
 
   “I would have no need to come looking for you,” he explained.  “For if you were mine, I would never, ever, have let anyone, or anything, take you from me.  Now, if you’re finished I need to go and set a course for Elysium Fields.”
 
   “What?” Jessica said bewildered.  “I thought we were meeting my father there in three days, that is what you said, and what I told him.”
 
   “We are, but I didn’t say anything about us waiting three days before we leave.  You must start listening to what I actually say and not what you thought I said.”
 
   “But I don’t have anything to wear,” she motioned at the roughly spun shirt that she was wearing, along with worn jeans and ankle length boots.  When Alex said they were taking a journey she assumed they were walking to the nearest transmitter and had dressed appropriately.
 
   For the first time since she had entered the living quarters, Alex laughed.  “Don’t worry, we’ll have plenty of time to do shopping before your father arrives.”
 
   Along with High-Lord Stanton, Jessica thought morosely, but that was one piece of information she was determined to keep to herself.
 
   *****
 
   Alex had invited her into the cockpit for their arrival at Elysium Fields.  She had no idea why, as she’d visited numerous space stations of varying sizes and designs over the years, but Alex had insisted that Elysium Fields was different, unique.  Therefore, her curiosity piqued yet again, she took the seat next to him, as the shuttle dropped out of faster-than-light and she got her first glance at the station.
 
   Alex was right, it was nothing like what she had imagined.
 
   It was difficult to gauge proportions in space, but based on the size of the freighters that were buzzing around it, like fireflies, she estimated it to be several kilometres in length.  It was shaped like a rectangular wedge, with what could only be sloping gun decks at the fore, tapering back towards its massive fusion reactors and a huge drive-engine was clearly visible at the rear.  As the shuttle flew alongside, she could only marvel at the blisters of weapons that ran the full length of the ship, but they appeared long since dormant.  As Alex angled the shuttle up, onto the station’s foredeck, she gasped, for here was obviously the main armament, as the guns here dwarfed anything she had ever seen before, larger even than their own shuttle.
 
   “I don’t understand,” she said, shaking her head.  “You said Elysium Fields is a space station, but this, this is a battleship.”
 
   “No,” Alex shook his head with a rueful expression.  “This is the pinnacle of human folly.  An arms race of biggest-is-best, taken to the extreme.  The Nova Class Dreadnought is five miles long, with a mass of two and a half million tons and a crew of a quarter of a million.  This was one of only a handful ever built, mostly because the maintenance costs almost bankrupt the Mega-Corporations.  Eventually an armistice was signed and a process of mutual disarmament agreed.  That process included decommissioning all of the Nova Class Dreadnoughts.  Hence this ship was stripped to the shell, but discarding a five–mile long ship is no easy task.  They tried scuttling it…” and at this he laughed.  “But they discovered they didn’t possess any weapon system that could do it harm.  Furthermore, planting explosives along the ship length only resulted in a few bent bulkheads.  Finally, after running out of ideas, they simply towed it here and abandoned the ship. It didn’t remain deserted for long, because once they had incorporated a few simple life-support systems it was habitable once again and has been occupied for the past century or so.”
 
   “Habited?  By whom?” Jessica enquired.
 
   “Anybody and everybody that could afford a ticket this far out, you would consider them to be the scum of society, the dregs of civilization.  Which is broad in scope, but includes thieves, murderers, prostitutes, lawyers and accountants.  Personally, I would have thrown the politicians into the mix as well, but they managed to talk themselves out of deportation.  Present company excluded, of course,” he laughed.
 
   Meanwhile the shuttle had proceeded into the belly of the beast, literally, as it seemed that the flight deck protruded from the underside of the ship.  Jessica couldn’t help but feel that they were flying down its very maw.
 
   “You’re staring my dear,” Alex said, and with a deft flick of a finger he shut her mouth.  “It makes you appear disingenuous, hence not your best look.”
 
   “But this ship, it’s gigantic,” she exclaimed, craning her neck upwards, to observe the stars vanish, swallowed along with their shuttle, by the massive cavernous hall.  “It could easily swallow one of my father’s battleships.  Who is in charge of it now?”
 
   “Now?” Alex replied, “No idea.  But the last time I was here Lord Granville was still in charge.”
 
   “Why, when were you last here?”
 
   “About ten years ago.”
 
   “You mean before—” she left the sentence hanging, not sure how to finish it.
 
   “Yes, before that,” Alex replied calmly.
 
   “But didn’t you think to let them know in advance, of your arrival?” she asked, horrified.
 
   “Oh, you know me,” Alex said.  “I hate these big welcoming committees.  I much prefer something smaller, more personal, anyway I’m sure that word will get around quick enough that I’m back home.”
 
   “Home?” Jessica picked up.
 
   “Yes, home,” Alex said, cursing softly.  He obviously hadn’t meant to let slip that little morsel of information, but was saved from further comment by a jolt as the ship made contact with the flight deck.  Within the space of a few heartbeats the ship started to vibrate, as the flight deck slowly vanished from sight, to be replaced by the endless grey expanse of what was obviously the walls of an elevator.  The ship continued to shake and rattle for several more minutes, as the elevator continued on, carrying their ship further into the belly of the station until, with a final violent clang, they came to a halt.
 
   “Let’s go and meet the welcoming committee, shall we?” Alex said with a tight smile.  “I’m sure that we’ll be welcomed with opened arms, as the prodigal son has finally returned.”
 
   *****
 
   The welcoming committee consisted of a grand total of two.
 
   Both men were disreputable looking, with unshaven faces and even darker looks.  Neither of them greeted Alex or Jessica with opened arms, as their hands were very much full.  Gripping a pair of wicked looking compact, sub-nosed, machine guns that were pointed in their direction.
 
   “What is it with you?” Jessica exclaimed in disbelief, glancing at the pair dismissively, before turning to face Alex.  “Can’t we go anywhere without somebody wanting you dead?”
 
   “I’m sure that it’s just a misunderstanding,” Alex said soothingly, turning to the pair.  “Isn’t that right guys?”
 
   “Lord Granville sends his regards—”
 
   “See, told you so,” Alex said smugly.
 
   “—and reminds you that you were banished from here, on pain of death.”
 
   “Oh.  I had hoped he’d forgotten about that last bit,” Alex said scratching his jaw. “Hey!” he exclaimed as the nearest guard caught him roughly by the arm, yanking it behind Alex’s back while pushing him up against the wall.  The remaining guard expertly frisked him for any weapons and, only when he was completely satisfied that Alex possessed none, did they take a step back.
 
   “Where is it?” the first demanded.
 
   “Where’s what?”
 
   “The weapon.”
 
   “You’re going to have to be a bit more specific guys, as I’m told I pack a considerable weapon, but I’m guessing it’s not the one you’re referring too,” Alex smirked, while Jessica could only roll her eyes.
 
   “The fusion pistol.  Granville wants it.”
 
   “Then he can go and find his own, I no longer have it.  I gave it away.”
 
   The two looked unconvinced, but having already searched him thoroughly, had no reason to doubt his word. “We’re instructed to escort you directly to Lord Granville,” the first snapped.  “If you resist, or cause any trouble, we’re ordered to skip straight to sentencing.”  He raised the machine pistol, clearly indicating the sort of ‘sentencing’ he was referring to.
 
   “Then by all means, lead the way.  Take me to your leader.”
 
   “You know I’m starting to realise why you’re the most hated man in the galaxy,” Jessica muttered, falling into step by his side.  “You’re the most aggravating person alive.  Even I want to shoot you, just to shut you up.”
 
   “Perhaps,” Alex smirked.  “But they never thought to search you now, did they?”
 
   Jessica blinked, as indeed the two men, who had fallen into escort around them, hadn’t given her a second glance.
 
   “You did bring it, didn’t you?”
 
   “Bring what?” Jessica replied, straight faced.
 
   Alex’s laughter echoed along the dark, dilapidated corridor that they were being led down.
 
   “You know this Lord Granville I take it?”
 
   “Oh yes,” Alex replied.  “Since I was practically a boy.”
 
   “In which case how come I’ve never heard of him?  I thought I knew all the names of the Lords and Ladies of the great families.”
 
   “I don’t think Lord Granville moves in those social circles,” Alex said dryly.
 
   “Then any idea why he wants you dead?  He mentioned something about being banished on pain of death?”
 
   “Well you see, Lord Granville, he has a daughter—”
 
   “Say no more,” Jessica replied, rolling her eyes.
 
   “You know, you’re intent on thinking the worst about me.”
 
   “That’s because it’s usually true.”
 
   “My, you’re very perky today.”
 
   “What can I say, as things seem to be looking up.  Upon meeting Lord Granville you’re likely to be kicked out of the nearest airlock, meanwhile my father will be here in three days to collect me.  Either way you’ll be gone for good from my life.”
 
   “Oh,” Alex said in a dejected tone, “and here I was thinking that it was because you had the good fortune to awaken in my arms, this morning.”
 
   “It was presumptions like that which probably got you in trouble with Lord Granville’s daughter in the first place.”
 
   *****
 
   It wasn’t long before the two of them were shown into a large office, the two guards stepping inside close behind them, taking positions on either side of the door.  Their machine pistols were now pointed towards the floor, likely in deference to Lord Granville’s presence.  Based on the tension still in their hands, it wasn’t likely to take much effort to raise the weapons and let fly with the bullets.  Jessica noticed with some foreboding, a further two guards stationed behind an old man seated behind a desk.  Either he was seriously paranoid about his security, or he was expecting trouble.
 
   Turning her attention back to the man seated behind the imposing wooden desk, she was taken aback by his age.  His hair was a platinum-silver, reaching over his collar almost shoulder length and face showed every one of his years, weathered and craggy.  However, unlike some of his peers, he showed not an ounce of fat on his body, instead appearing almost sunken and skeletal.  Jessica had seen more animated corpses over the years.  Still his eyes, which were fixated on them, glowed with a frightening intensity, indicating that he was far from his dotage.
 
   “My Lord Granville,” Alex took a step forward, executing a flawless bow, which seemed to Jessica a bit overdone, almost flamboyant.  She wondered if Alex was quietly mocking him.  This was immediately reinforced by his next words.  “I see that you’re still alive, just, which is fortunate as it means we can forgo all the usual tiresome introductions.”
 
   “Alex, I’m surprised to see you again.  I thought I made it quite clear the last time that we spoke that you’re no longer welcome here.”
 
   “And I quite clearly remember you saying that you owed me.  Still the pirate, eh? Always quick to renege on your debts.”
 
   “Did he have it on him?” Granville asked, ignoring the taunt and instead directing the question at the two guards, who had escorted them into the room, who up until now had been as silent as statues.
 
   Both of them shook their heads.
 
   “Shame,” Granville muttered.  “I could have found a collector willing to pay a substantial sum for such an item.  Toss him out of the nearest airlock.”
 
   “You’ll not be rid of me that easily,” Alex sneered, taking another step forward, until it was only the massive desk that separated the two of them.
 
   “Oh, I think I will,” Granville replied, motioning forward the two guards stationed behind him.  The two, who had followed them into the room, took a step forward and raised their weapons until the muzzles rested against the back of Alex’s head.
 
   “Call off your lap dogs,” Alex snapped, “Or I’ll leash them for you.”
 
   Unfortunately, before Granville could respond, one of the guards pre-empted his answer, by lifting his weapon from Alex, raising it high into the air, preparing to bring the butt of it down against Alex’s head.  Taking advantage of the opportunity, Alex reached out with a free hand, grasping the other weapon still pointed firmly at the back of his head, snapping the weapon down with ferocious force against the side of the desk.  The guard’s fingers, still trapped in the trigger guard of the weapon, cracked with the impact.  He let out a ferocious howl of pain, which was abruptly cut off, when Alex followed this by slamming the man’s head onto the surface of the desk.  The crunch as the man’s nose broke was easily audible to all.
 
   The second guard, in the unenviable position of having his weapon aimed at the ceiling, did the only thing he could by following up his initial plan of slamming the butt of the weapon into the back of Alex’s head.  But the weapon wouldn’t budge, instead it was frozen in mid-air, with Alex’s free hand unceremoniously wrapped around it.  The muscles in the guard’s forehead bulged, and his face went a bright scarlet, as with the combined force of two hands he desperately tried to dislodge it.
 
   “Don’t provoke me,” Alex growled menacingly at the man, as the guard balanced on his tiptoes, hanging on with all his might to the weapon still hovering in the air.  “I’ve already been hounded by my housekeeper, pestered by my friends and frankly pushed beyond the edge of sanity by a blue-eyed vixen.  A man can only take so much before he snaps,” he roared.
 
   Which was when the remaining two guards, who had been edging their way around the desk, lunged at him and the four of them went down in a pile of tangled limbs.
 
   *****
 
   Jessica could only stare at the scene unfolding before her, tapping Alex’s fusion pistol against her thigh irritably.
 
   Men.
 
   She tried clearing her throat, but this had no effect, drowned out by the sound of fists impacting on skin and the repeated cries and grunts of pain coming from the pile of human flesh squirming around on the ground.
 
   “Excuse me,” she called out abruptly, but was pointedly ignored by all.  Even Lord Granville seemed to have forgotten about her, instead leaning forward across his desk to peer at the brawl taking place on the floor.  He looked decidedly curious about who was going to come out on top, or bottom, as the case might be.
 
   Jessica’s fusion pistol stilled in her grasp, before she held out her arm, the weapon igniting like a small supernova.  The intense, focused beam, leapt across the length of the room, coming to rest on a small pile of wooden logs, that had been stacked in an open fireplace, ready and waiting to be lit.  With a massive crack, sheets of lightning spread out from the fireplace, with bolts racing along the walls and ceiling.  Then, with a blinding burst of light, the entire fireplace exploded, with a ball of flame reaching up to the ceiling, racing off in all directions.
 
   Jessica blinked.
 
   “Whoops, my bad,” she said.  “I just thought I’d start a fire, settle down and get comfortable while you boys sorted things out.”
 
   “My dear, we’re in the middle of a Nova-Class Dreadnaught, in deep space, just where did you think the smoke was going to go exactly?” Granville drawled out, amused.
 
   “A good point, but my most recent accommodations have been very drafty, the only illumination from candlelight and fireplaces, I’m afraid.”
 
   “How dreadful,” Granville responded, resting his elbows on the desk, propping up his chin.  “I don’t think we’ve been formally introduced, I am Lord Neville Granville, businessman, entrepreneur and present owner of Elysium Fields, and who might you be?”
 
   “Lady Jessica Hadley, eldest daughter of High-Lord Hadley.”
 
   The silence in the room was deafening, as all eyeballs in the room turned to face her, judging her, quickly followed by shaking heads of disbelief and astonishment.
 
   “Alex?” Granville called out enquiringly.
 
   “Difficult to believe, but yes, it’s true,” came the muffled reply from the floor.
 
   “Well, why didn’t you say so earlier, Alex,” Granville replied shaking his head.  “I thought you had better manners than that, and us, talking shop in front of her like that.  Please take a seat, my Lady,” he said, pulling out a plush, leather bound chair and offering it to her.  “Refreshments!  Tea, cakes, biscuits.”
 
   “Do you have something a little stronger?  Scotch, whiskey or an analgesic perhaps,” Alex groaned from below.
 
   “Do get up Alex,” Granville sighed.  “You’re embarrassing me in front of Lady Jessica.”
 
   *****
 
   “Guests?” Granville said, sounding confused.  “How many?”
 
   “Not that many,” Alex reassured him, peering suspiciously at a daintily cut cucumber sandwich, small enough to hold between his thumb and forefinger, very much doubting that it would do much to appease his empty stomach.  Instead he slid it back onto the plate from whence it had come.
 
   “But why don’t you hold this party at your own home.  Last I heard you had quite the bachelor pad, what was it, twenty-nine rooms?”
 
   “Thirty,” Jessica and Alex replied in unison.
 
   “Right,” he drawled, looking at the pair bemusedly.  “So you want to hold it here instead, why?”
 
   “Just in case the party gets out of hand,” Alex replied unconcernedly.  “It’s far easier for you to turn away guests, than me.”
 
   “So who will be attending?”
 
   “High-Lord Hadley for one,” Alex responded.
 
   “Really?” Granville’s expression brightened.  “I’ve done a lot of business with him in the past, it will be a pleasure to finally make his acquaintance.”
 
   “I bet you have,” Alex muttered.  “I just wonder if High-Lord Hadley is aware of this commerce.”
 
   “What sort of business are you involved in, my Lord?” Jessica asked, looking between the pair, bewildered.
 
   “Oh, I have various, on-going, concerns,” Granville replied waving his hand loftily.  “I have a fairly sizable fleet my dear, they obtain goods from various sources and ship them to major trading hubs in the surrounding systems. It is a form of commerce I suppose.”
 
   “And like Sanderson, I assume you’re fully up-to-date on all your customs and exercise duty?” Alex asked sarcastically.
 
   “Well,” Granville hedged.  “Import duty is so high these days, especially to discourage trade between the different Mega-Corporations, so if a few, small, items of negligible value were to slip through unnoticed…”
 
   “You’re a smuggler then?” Jessica enquired, intrigued.
 
   “A smuggler?” Granville actually looked offended, while Alex could only laugh.
 
   “Well, I’m sure that my father will be looking forward to making your acquaintance,” Jessica said, diplomatically.
 
   “Only if he remembers to bring several feet of rope,” Alex muttered. “So, how’s your family?” he asked in a louder voice.
 
   Jessica tensed, expecting the worst, but Granville simply smiled broadly.
 
   “Good thanks and I now have a grandson, Lord James.  Who would ever imagine, my offspring, one day could become High-Lord…”
 
   “There is no justice in the world,” Alex commiserated.  “And your son-in-law, he is well?  Keeping out of trouble?”
 
   “Yes, they’re all fine.”
 
   “I’m relieved,” Alex confessed.  “As a more terrible soldier, there never existed.  He was very popular with the enlisted men, however, mostly because he was a terrible gambler and lost profusely.”
 
   “I wasn’t aware that gambling was permitted amongst the troops?” Jessica commented.
 
   “It isn’t,” Alex admitted.  “He was also a terrible officer.  Frankly, I was relieved that he had decided to take a different career path upon getting married.  Last I had heard he had returned to the family business, and likely lost a fortune there too.”
 
   “So you were there, when they met?”
 
   “There?” Alex scoffed, “I introduced them to each other, and never was there a more perfect match.  She wanted a rich, titled, husband.  He wanted an insipid, but beautiful, wife.  I wanted to be rid of both of them, preferably without having to resort to murder, and why Granville here is indebted to me.  Ring any bells, my Lord?”
 
   “I think it’s slowly coming back to me now,” Lord Granville replied sullenly.
 
   *****
 
   “I don’t understand why you were so rude to Lord Granville,” Jessica scolded Alex, sometime later after they’d retired for the evening.  “He seemed like the perfect gentleman the entire time.  He even insisted that we stay here, with him, as his personal guests.”  The guest quarters made available to them, while not as luxurious as those offered by her father, were still a dramatic improvement over Alex’s rustic country mansion—having lights for one.
 
   “I fear that the irony in that statement, has completely passed you by,” Alex yawned, scratching his stomach.  “Well, I for one am ready for bed, I didn’t get much sleep last night.  You kept pushing me off the side.  When you weren’t monopolising the bed, it was the blankets, you were rolled up like a cocoon.  I spent the entire night shivering and constantly retrieving the bed covers.  Has anyone ever told you that you’re a terrible bed hog?”
 
   “No,” Jessica replied flatly.
 
   “And a good thing too,” Alex responded plumping up one of the pillows and testing its softness.  “Your father would have had their head.”
 
   “What do you think you’re doing?” she demanded.
 
   “What does it look like?  Getting ready for bed.”
 
   “Not sleeping here, you’re not.”
 
   “Oh, well, about that,” Alex looked faintly embarrassed.  “You see, Granville only assigned us one guest room.”
 
   “Why would he have done that?” she demanded, suspiciously.
 
   “Probably because I informed him that we’re sleeping together.”
 
   “No,” Jessica said.  “We’re not.”
 
   “I’m fairly sure we are,” Alex smirked.  “Especially considering my intimate knowledge of your atrocious sleeping habits.”
 
   “Are not.”
 
   “Are too.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, I’m glad that we’ve agreed on that,” Alex said.  “Honestly I thought you would be more difficult about it.”
 
   Jessica could only stare, mentally replaying the entire conversation in her head.  She blinked.  “You cheated,” she accused.
 
   “No, I didn’t.”
 
   “Yes, you did.”
 
   “Let’s not go there again,” he said.  Having decided upon the most comfortable pillow Alex picked it up, walking around the bed.  “I must confess to having an ulterior motive,” he said, coming to a stop in front of her, pillow still in hand.
 
   “Oh?” Jessica raised her chin, to look him in the eye.  “You’ve changed your mind, and decided to ignore the promise to my father and steal my virtue?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “You know, you actually sound disappointed,” Alex chuckled.  Turning his back on her, he casually tossed the pillow into the doorway, before sprawling onto the ground.  Using the pillow to prop himself up in the doorway, he said, “I was actually going to say that after your last disastrous escape attempt, I don’t trust you not to try again.  Frankly I don’t feel up to having to hunt you down for the second night in a row, especially in a five mile long station, full of disreputable sorts.  Sweet dreams.”
 
   Sliding under the covers, Jessica slipped the fusion pistol under her pillow, as always comforted by its close presence.  In the dark, she stared up at the ceiling, willing herself to sleep, with little success.  She tossed and turned several times, trying to find a comfortable position, before stilling, remembering Alex’s warning that she was a bed hog.  She felt ridiculous.  Surely she couldn’t be missing his comfortable presence, after all it had only been one night.  She had a brief, irrational, urge to suggest that they shared the bed, but feared his reaction.  At best he would reply with a bitingly sarcastic remark, at worst he might actually accept, misconstruing her offer.  Instead she could only stare into the darkness of the unfamiliar room, comforted at least by Alex’s shallow breathing and steady heartbeat.  She wondered how he had survived, alone, like this for five years.
 
   “Alex, are you still awake?”
 
   “I am now,” he replied, amused.
 
   “How did you do it?  In the dark, all alone for five years, without going—”
 
   “Insane?” Alex supplied helpfully.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I didn’t mind the isolation so much.  I spent most of my life alone and never experienced loneliness.  The dark and confined space also didn’t bother me, at first.  I must have been there for several weeks when the darkness seemed to get darker and the walls, started getting closer.  I think that was the worst time.”
 
   “What did you do then?”
 
   “I realised that while they could imprison my body, they couldn’t do the same with my mind.  So I simply willed myself elsewhere.  I spent years in that cell, imagining myself in my study; reading, writing.  I must have re-read every book that I had ever seen.”
 
   “And that sustained you?”
 
   “Almost,” Alex said.
 
   “What else did you do?”
 
   “I plotted what I would do, when I finally got out.  I imagined, in excruciating detail, exactly what I would do and say when I found the person that put me there.  I nursed that need for revenge, for days, weeks and years.  I think that when I despaired of ever being free, that was all that kept me sane.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she whispered.
 
   “Don’t be,” he replied in a disembodied voice.  “Pity the person that put me there.”
 
   *****
 
   “You’re going out?” Jessica asked, eyeing Alex curiously over breakfast the following morning.
 
   “Yes,” Alex said.  “It’s been over ten years since I was here last and I’m planning on renewing some old acquaintances.”  He slipped on his worn jacket.
 
   “That’s nice, I don’t suppose any of them are related?  After all, you said that you grew up here, so I assume you must have family?”
 
   “Sort of,” he replied vaguely.
 
   “That’s nice, dear.  You have fun,” she replied dismissively, not even bothering to ask if she might accompany him.  Having been in his company for over a month, she’d become overly familiar with the answer to that question.
 
   Alex turned around, surprised, staring at her suspiciously, but he could hardly find fault with her reply.  “Stay here until I return.  Granville has agreed to post a guard outside, if you need anything at all, just ask him.  Okay?”
 
   “Got it.” Jessica nodded her head sincerely.  “Anything that I need I’ll be sure to ask him.”
 
   “I’ll be back soon,” he frowned.
 
   Jessica watched from the corner of her eye, as Alex stepped through the door, having a brief word with the guard stationed outside, before turning left, heading down the corridor.  She waited until she could no longer hear his footsteps, then paused for a further ten seconds, just in case he came back, and then she raced for the door.
 
   “Excuse me,” she said apologetically to the guard outside, giving him her most winsome smile.  “But Alex did state, categorically, that I should ask you if I need anything.”
 
   “Of course, Lady Hadley.  I’m your personal servant, what can I do for you?”
 
   “Oh, thank you,” she gushed, clapping her hands delightedly.  “Then a bowl of strawberries would be delightful.  You see I always have strawberries for breakfast.”
 
   “Strawberries?” the man said, his eyes going wide.
 
   “Yes please, fresh ones, of course,” she added.  “Oh, and also a bowl of cream.  You can’t have strawberries without cream now, can you?” she cooed.
 
   “I’ll see what I can do my Lady, however—”
 
   “Perfect, I’ll just wait here for you then,” she stepped back into the room.  Giving the guard time to move off, she gathered a cloak to help mask her features, and then swept from the room, heading in the same direction as Alex, hoping that she hadn’t already lost him.
 
   Fresh strawberries and cream?  She couldn’t help but roll her eyes.  She had absolutely no idea where the man was going to find either as they were on a space-station, in deep-space, light-years from the nearest vine or cow.  Likely she would be back from her brief sojourn long before him.
 
   *****
 
   It didn’t take long for Alex to find his intended destination, even after an absence of almost a decade.  The external fixtures hadn’t changed much in the intervening years, a couple more lights had extinguished from the twelve foot tall neon sign, Angela’s Emporium of Exotic Delights, and the outside could do with a fresh coat of paint.
 
   He halted in front of the entrance, craning his head to look up at the several storied building.  A couple of passers-by stopped, staring at him, before hurrying on their way.  Located in the middle of brown sector, primarily used by the more transient population passing through Elysium Fields, it was mostly occupied by the homeless or dispossessed.  A place where you didn’t ask questions and you most definitely did pass by on the other side of the corridor.  He hadn’t been inside for more years than he could count, as within were answers to questions that he’d thought were best left unanswered.  Still, he couldn’t help but feel that he was running out of time and he didn’t want to regret not using the little that he had left to find some answers to his past, no matter how painful they might be.
 
   Stepping inside, he was immediately assaulted by the overpoweringly cloy smell of perfume, and the rich decor, with strong, bold colours, that immediately identified the premises for what it was—a brothel.
 
   “Good morning, my Lord.  How may I help you?”
 
   Momentarily taken aback by the form of address, wondering who here would recognise him, relaxing when he noticed the pretty young redhead who bowed low before him.  He guessed that all visitors were addressed as such, nothing better to give the male ego a boost, prior to parting him from his well-earned cash.  As the girl bowed low again it was hard not to stare at her well-endowed assets that were clearly on display.  For she wore a startling provocative, red, baby doll outfit with lace-up front detail, halter neck, garter belt with attached leg garters.  He had to swallow to find his voice, as his throat had suddenly gone quite dry and he found his attention wandering to impolite places, when he hoarsely enquired, “I’m looking for Angela.”
 
   “Normally Angela doesn’t accept walk-ins, but for you she might make an exception,” she winked suggestively at him.  “Let me see if she’s available.” She turned round and sashayed off, putting a sway to her hips.
 
   “My Lord?” a deep, husky voice asked.
 
   Taken by surprise, as he had been deeply engrossed calculating just how many years he’d been celibate, he whirled round.  It was safe to say that what faced him, was most definitely not what he’d been expecting.  Not unless the anti-aging cream being advertised in the booth opposite, was truly out of this space-station.  For standing before him, was a six-foot platinum blond, somewhere in her mid-twenties.  Alex was relieved to see that she was showing distinctly less flesh, than the red-head.  That was until he looked closer, and what he’d first mistaken as a cream, full length body slip, was actually mostly transparent.  While blurring the specifics it encouraged the mind to fill in the gaps and Alex could imagine some truly spectacular gaps.
 
   “Angela?” he croaked.  “You’re looking extremely, fit.”
 
   “Angelica,” she corrected him, with a smile that promised endless hours of ecstasy.
 
   “I was actually looking for Angela.  Do you know if she still resides here?”
 
   “My mother’s name is Angela, she is the proprietor here, but she no longer entertains guests.  I would be happy to fulfil your every desire instead.”
 
   Alex wondered if it was just him, or if it was hot in here.
 
   “I’m only here for Angela, to talk,” he emphasised.  “I appreciate that she doesn’t see guests any more, but I’m hoping that she will make an exception for me.  Would you please tell her that Alex Grey is here, and requests an audience?”
 
   “My mother has spoken to me of Alex, a young boy, who lived here for a short while before I was born…”
 
   “Then she’ll remember me,” he insisted.
 
   Angelica stared at him thoughtfully for several seconds, before she nodded in agreement.  “Please follow me, I’ll take you to her.  But, I must inform you, that my mother is old and her memory isn’t what it used to be.  Please do not upset her.”
 
   “You have my word, my Lady,” Alex bowed deeply to her, offering the same respects that he’d once offered to high-born ladies of the greatest families.
 
   Angelica showed him to a tastefully decorated bedroom, on the top-most floor and, repeating her earlier warnings about not to upset her mother, she closed the door quietly behind her, offering him some privacy. Taken aback by the strange reception room, he was just about to look for a more appropriate place to sit and wait than on the bed, when the covers moved and he realised that he was not alone.
 
   “Help me to sit up, Alex, so that I can see you with my own two eyes.”  The voice was old, worn and tired, but still with the same deep, husky timbre, that he remembered so well.  Hurrying forward he gently helped the old woman sit up, placing a pillow behind her, ensuring that she was comfortable, before taking a step back.
 
   He stared into her deep brown eyes, which hadn’t changed in the slightest.  The rest of her had aged, as what he’d expected, but he could still see the beauty in her that had made her the finest courtesan in several sectors.  Men had travelled from light-years away just for the opportunity to gaze upon her…
 
   “Alex, I knew that you would return one day, but I feared that it would not be in my lifetime.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Alex shrugged.  “I’ve been indisposed.”
 
   At this Angela laughed, a deep rich sound which brought back pleasant memories from his childhood.  “Don’t be disingenuous with me, young man.  Granville still occasionally visits and keeps me abreast of all the latest gossip.”
 
   “The randy old bastard,” Alex muttered.
 
   “You’re looking well,” she commented.  “Considering that you got into a round of fisticuffs with a High-Lord and, even more surprisingly, actually came out on top.  Of course, you spent five years in solitary isolation as a reward, not to mention now being wanted on almost every planet in the Imperium, with a reward on your head that makes even me blush.  So I’ve only got one question for you.”
 
   “Yes?” asked Alex, not surprised in the slightest at how well informed she was.
 
   “How did it feel, to give that bastard Stanton, a right good thrashing?”
 
   Alex laughed, sitting down next to her on the bed, remembering many such similar conversations as a child.  After the death of his own mother, Angela had been the closest that he’d had to a mother.
 
   “But, I take it that you didn’t seek me out just to discuss recent events?”
 
   Alex shook his head.
 
   “You want to know about your mother?”
 
   “I can barely remember her,” Alex admitted, “but then I’ll hear or smell something and all the memories will come flooding back.”
 
   “I’m not surprised,” Angela murmured.  “You were only a little boy when she died.”
 
   “You mean when she was murdered,” Alex stated.
 
   “Yes,” Angela sighed, “when she was murdered.  I remember when she first came here, you were barely a small ball of flesh, but my, even then you could scream the house down.  She came here seeking shelter, it’s an all too common occurrence, unfortunately.  She was adamant at the time that people would come looking for her, dangerous people, but as months turned to years, and you grew up that seemed a more and more distant threat.”
 
   “But they came in the end, didn’t they?”
 
   “Yes,” Angela whispered.  “At first I refused to tell them anything, but then they turned their guns on the other girls.  They would have murdered every last one of them, you don’t survive long in this job, if you don’t develop some sharp instincts.”
 
   “I remember,” Alex sighed, closing his eyes, but unfortunately that didn’t help vanquish the memories.  “She hid me in the closet when she heard them coming, she told me to stay there, to be as quiet as a mouse.  It was to be a game she said.  I must close my eyes for as long as I could and not look.  But I did.”
 
   “We didn’t know where you were at first, we thought that they’d taken you along with her body. There was so much blood…”
 
   “Why my mother?”
 
   “That I don’t know, for she would never tell me about her past, and here we make it a point never to ask.  What you were doesn’t matter, the past is that, the past.  It’s done and finished with.”
 
   “And my father?” Alex exclaimed.  “I guess he could have been any one of her clients.”
 
   “Clients?” Angela replied, confused.
 
   “Well, what do you call your paying customers these days?  Financial benefactors?” he asked angrily.
 
   “Your mother was nothing like that.  She stayed here for the shelter, nothing more.  She paid, certainly, but she never had any visitors, as I know all the comings and goings in my own home.  I have no idea who your mother was, but I can tell you with absolute certainty that she was no working girl, your mother was a real Lady. Which reminds me, when we were going through her things, we found something.  I’ve no idea if it will be of any help, but we kept it for you.  It’s in the box, on my dresser.”
 
   Intrigued, Alex stood up and walked to the dresser, reaching out for the box Angela pointed at.  Opening the jewel case, his mouth dropped open at the contents.
 
   “They’re Al-Keishi pearls,” Angela explained helpfully.
 
   “I know what they are,” Alex said in wonder.  “But I’ve seen Al-Keishi pearls before, they’re off-white in colour.  I’ve never seen blue-sapphire ones before, like these.”
 
   “I made some discrete enquiries on your behalf.  It seems that Al-Keishi pearls do come in blue, but they’re incredibly rare.  The dealers I asked had only ever admitted to seeing one or two in their lifetime.  I’m informed that a single pearl is worth several million credits.”
 
   Alex could only stare in disbelief at the necklace of over a dozen pearls, already glowing slightly, emanating a deep blue light, from his touch alone.  The necklace as a whole must be worth somewhere in excess of one-hundred million credits!  “I cannot accept this,” he said firmly, snapping the lid shut, placing it back on the dresser.
 
   “It belonged to your mother, so now it’s yours to do with as you see fit.  I failed her, as I was the one to give her away to those men.  Furthermore, I failed in my promise to her to look after you and returning the pearls is the least that I can do.  If nothing else you’re now a rich man, you should consider settling down and starting your own family.”
 
   “Who would want me?”
 
   “As I said before, not everybody cares about the past.  Many instead look to the future,” she said wearily.  “I’ve spoken of you frequently to my own daughter.  I think her interest goes beyond just the professional…” as if summoned by her words, the door re-opened and Angelica appeared.
 
   “My mother is old and grows tired.  I hope that you found the answers that you sought?”
 
   “Perhaps,” Alex sighed.
 
   “You also appear tired, my Lord.  Why don’t you stay here awhile?  Rest, relax and revitalise yourself.”
 
   “I must be going,” Alex replied exhaustedly, he couldn’t even remember the last time he’d slept.  “I promised somebody that I would return.”
 
   “Only for a little while longer,” Angelica coaxed him.  “We’ve got a bath already prepared for you,” she urged, sliding the jacket from his shoulders.
 
   “A bath?” Alex sighed blissfully, thinking how long it had been since he had the luxury.  A cold lake behind his house usually sufficed.  The effort to go to heat the water for a bath just wasn’t worth it.
 
   “A hot, relaxing bath, my Lord.  With somebody to massage you, to help relieve you of your tensions,” she breathed, unfastening one button of his shirt, then the next.  Stroking his heated skin in soothing gestures.
 
   “I could probably spare an hour, perhaps two,” Alex groaned, letting his eyelids gradually close.
 
   “I’m thinking that three would probably be a crowd, then?” a new voice interjected angrily.
 
   Alex snapped his eyes open, staring into the usually serene, cerulean blue ones of Jessica.  But not this time.  Instead they sparked with blatant fury, as she stared daggers at him.  He glanced from his open shirt to Angelica, in her transparent slip, to Angela, worn and withered, propped up on the bed, observing the scene with unbridled amusement.
 
   “I can explain,” Alex exclaimed, before glancing around again.  “Or, perhaps not.”
 
   *****
 
   Jessica stood, staring up at the sign on the shop that Alex had disappeared into not moments before.
 
   Angela’s Emporium of Exotic Delights
 
   A frown crossed her brow, what was Alex doing in such a place?  She couldn’t think of anybody that he would want to meet at such a peculiar locale.  What sort of sweet morsels of delights were contained within?  She wasn’t aware that he was particularly fond of confectionary, but she had to admit that she didn’t know him that well.
 
   Perhaps he had a sweet tooth?
 
   Shrugging, she realised that she was starting to attract undue attention, standing outside the store and therefore stepped inside.  It certainly wasn’t what she was expecting, as there wasn’t a single item of candy on display.  What she did find was a pretty auburn girl, who obviously in her rush to get to work, had forgotten to finish dressing.
 
   “Good morning, my Lady,” she introduced, curtsying to Jessica.  “How many I help you?”
 
   Pleased to finally be recognised, as up to now there had been general suspicion and disbelief with regards to her identity, she replied honestly.  “I’m looking for a certain someone.”
 
   It was obviously the right answer, as the woman’s face lit up.  “Of course, my Lady.  We’ve got a very broad selection for you, however, if I could make a personal recommendation?  I would suggest Alex.  I can personally recommend him, if you take my meaning.”  Winking suggestively at Jessica, she snapped her fingers.
 
   Jessica was just about to enquire as to how this woman knew Alex. She thought perhaps they were relatives, very distant relatives she allowed, when her internal monologue came to an abrupt halt.  For it quickly became obvious that they were talking about two very different men.  Not unless Alex had grown a couple of inches, put on a good twenty or thirty pounds of pure muscle, stripped from the waist up, and rubbed himself down with baby oil.
 
   His deltoids and triceps bulged.
 
   “Oh,” Jessica stuttered, as her eyes grew wide, unable to take her eyes off the male god in front of her, who was currently flexing his very impressive muscles, one at a time.
 
   “If he doesn’t please you my Lady, we’ve got several other prime specimens available.  Would you like me to show you?”
 
   “What?  No.” Jessica hurriedly added, tearing her eyes away from the rippling muscles on display.  “You misunderstand, I’m not looking for this at all.”
 
   “I see,” the young woman’s expression brightened.  “I just naturally assumed…”
 
   “No, but perhaps…” Jessica shook her head, “Never mind.”  She was relieved when the woman instead took her hand reassuringly.
 
   “I understand,” the woman cooed sympathetically.  “Everybody is different and you mustn’t worry about it.  You are special, unique, and you must celebrate the joy in that.”
 
   “I am?  I should?” Jessica blinked.  Confused.
 
   “Yes, you’re young and so very pretty.”  The woman rushed to reassure her, stroking her hand from cheek to fingertip.  “Let me teach you the joys of being with another, who shares similar pleasures—”
 
   Jessica snatched her hand back, as if it were on fire.
 
   “I’m not here to procure a man, or a woman, for that matter.”
 
   “Well, what are you here for?” the woman cried, exasperated.  “I’ll have you know we’re a reputable establishment, we don’t cater to any craven, or perverse, inclinations.”
 
   “I’m looking for Alex Grey, he stepped in here, not ten minutes ago.”
 
   “Oh,” the woman looked abashed.  “Sorry about that.  I was just trying to stay in character, you know?  Top floor, second corridor down, third door on the right.”
 
   *****
 
   Jessica was happily contemplating murder by the time she finally reached her intended destination.  If she’d been in any doubt about the purpose of this establishment by her welcome, she’d shed all illusions during the intervening journey.  Many of the sights and sounds would be left imprinted on her consciousness for the rest of her life.
 
   Renewing some old acquaintances?  She just bet he was!
 
   Probably with some six-foot, blond, scantily clad girl, with nothing between the ears except fresh air.  Finding the correct door, she pushed it open and breezed through, all without knocking.  After all, Alex never did, so why should she?  Her lips compressed of their own accord, as she took in the scene.  It was pretty much how she imagined it—except the woman was wearing fewer clothes.
 
   “I’m thinking that three would probably be a crowd, then?” she interjected, having caught the tail end of the conversation.  She supposed that she should have been justified, pleased that her initial assumption had been correct, or at least disappointed, as she’d thought better of Alex, but right now she was simply too livid to care.
 
   “I can explain,” Alex exclaimed, before glancing around again.  “Or, perhaps not.”
 
   “Save it,” Jessica snapped.  “I can see perfectly fine with my own two eyes.  Although I obviously spoke too soon, as three is obviously not a crowd, what’s the term, oh yes, a ménage-à-trois.  Although I wasn’t aware that your tastes ran to such older women.”
 
   Jessica was momentarily interrupted by a cackle of laughter from the old crone in the bed, “Oh Alex, I like this one.  She’s got real fire.  Please, you must introduce us.”
 
   Jessica held up one hand, forestalling Alex’s response.  “There is absolutely no need, as I’ve seen everything that I needed to see.  Literally everything and I assure you that you’ll be disappointed.  From what I can see I’m much better off with Alex downstairs.  He at least is far better endowed.”
 
   “Alex downstairs.  Who the hell is Alex downstairs?” Alex demanded.
 
   “Somebody I’m about to go and renew my acquaintance with, that’s who,” Jessica announced boldly, turning to leave.
 
   “Jessica wait—” Alex faltered, hurrying after her.
 
   “Don’t Jessica me!” she yelled, changing her mind about leaving.  After all what was the point of having all this strength, if she never got to use it?  She smiled cruelly, picturing the scene of Alex running around, collecting all of his severed limbs.  “I’m Lady Jessica—” but whatever else she was going to say, was cut off, as Alex smothered her mouth with his own.
 
   “Wha—” she exclaimed, but even this pronouncement was cut-off as Alex took advantage of her open mouth, to invade it with his tongue.  Having caught her by surprise, he further pressed his advantage, by catching one of her hands, then another, pinning them above her head, pressing her back against the door, crowding her with his body.
 
   Taken by surprise at the suddenness of the assault, she was momentarily distracted by the familiar scent and taste of him.  Seemingly recognising her wavering resistance, Alex continued to press on, his tongue continuing to duel with her own for dominance.  Still, she was only distracted for a moment and then began to fight back against his assault, surprised that she couldn’t free her hands from his grip.  Instead Jessica did the next best thing that came to mind, biting down on his tongue—hard.
 
   Alex immediately released her, taking a step back.  Surprise apparent in his gaze.  Jessica was just about to let out a blistering retort, when she tasted his blood on her tongue.  It was rich and coppery, with a strong metallic taste.  It immediately took her back to their time on Capella, and she was momentarily distracted by the memory.  A momentary hesitation that Alex took full use of, when he brashly declared to the room:
 
   “Lady Jessica, my betrothed, fiancée and wife to be.”
 
   *****
 
   The silence in the room was oppressive.
 
   It was difficult to judge who was more shocked, Jessica, Angela or Angelica, yet it was Angelica who broke the silence first, tossing her head back, she looked Jessica in the eye.  “You’re not even married yet, and you’re already unable to satisfy your husband-to-be in the bedroom?  You must be frigid indeed.”
 
   Licking her lips, Jessica turned to face Angelica.  With the blood still dripping from her lips she cast a very feral sight indeed.  “Oh?” she said, wiping the blood from her lips with a finger, then licking the digit clean with her tongue.  “Would you care to place a wager on that.”  She gave Alex a heated stare, pleased to see him appear transfixed, staring at the digit that she’d just cleaned.
 
   Feeling empowered, for obviously she wasn’t alone in recollecting their time on Capella, she took several steps forward, not once breaking eye contact with him.  When she was standing before him, she used the same digit that was still slick from her lips, to run a finger from his cheek to the base of his throat.  She could feel his heart beat wildly underneath her finger and, for the first time, marvelled at the power she wielded over him with just her touch.  She leaned forward until their lips were almost touching, only at the very last moment angling her head, so her lips touched his neck, where only seconds before her fingertips had been resting.
 
   She didn’t have to fake the expression of delight, when she felt the tremor from her touch run the length of his body.  Her eyes, that had drifted shut at his nearness and the warmth of his skin, opened and she eyed Angelica, who was looking at the pair with something akin to disgust.  Guaranteed a captive audience, she licked the exposed skin with her tongue, before closing her lips around his throat, biting gently.
 
   Once again she tasted his blood on her tongue, but this time she was ready for it, recognising the taste, welcoming it and using her tongue to lap it up.  The touch, taste and feel of him were overpowering and she felt her body hum in appreciation.  The effect on Alex was no less pronounced, as his eyes shot open wide and he growled, a long, low, moan of encouragement.
 
   “Now that we’ve cleared up that little, misconception,” Jessica drawled languidly, licking her lips, turning to face her rival, “I think a little demonstration is now in order to discourage any further plans that you might have, regarding my fiancé.”  She rolled the word across her tongue, enjoying how it sounded.
 
   Possessive.
 
   *****
 
   “I can’t believe that you did that,” Jessica pouted as they made their way back to the guest quarters that Lord Granville had assigned them.  “I wasn’t going to hurt her, much.”
 
   “I can never quite be sure with you, dear,” Alex prevaricated.  “Sometimes you get a little carried away.”
 
   “Well, it was only because you encouraged me.  What was that ridiculous declaration that we’re engaged to be married about?”
 
   “That ridiculous declaration, as you so aptly put it, was to protect your reputation.  I can’t believe that you were about to pronounce to all that you were Lady Jessica Hadley, eldest daughter of High-Lord Hadley, in the middle of a brothel!  Have you taken complete leave of all your senses?”
 
   “It was only two people; I think I could have encouraged them to keep quiet about it.”
 
   “Two people in that room, and God only knows how many others listening in.  What about the surveillance people monitoring the room and any copies of the recording that might be floating around?”
 
   “Listening in?” Jessica blinked.  “What sort of sick individual would be interested in recording what sort of sordid activities occur in a place like that?”
 
   “You would be surprised at the varied tastes of some of their clientele.  I happen to know that Angela makes available the recordings, at a price.”
 
   “Then I take it you never—”
 
   “No,” Alex insisted firmly.  “Seeing as I know how you won’t let the matter drop.  That was where I grew up, at least until I was old enough that Granville took me under his wing.  He was a regular there, as he always had a bit of a soft spot for Angela.”
 
   “That was where you grew up?” she repeated, appalled.
 
   “I’m a bastard, where else do you think I grew up?  It was a better childhood than most who live in this sector.  At least I had somewhere to sleep and regular meals.”
 
   “How old were you when you went to work for Lord Granville?”
 
   “Nine.”
 
   “Nine?  What on Osiris did you do for him at that age?”
 
   “Oh the usual; pickpocketing, bag snatching, burglary.”
 
   “You were a thief?  I’m beginning to see that you started young and have slowly been working your way up to grand larceny.  What with your most recent offences, including kidnapping and ransom.”
 
   “Have you taken a good look around you?  There are no schools here, no jobs.  Only poverty, homelessness and destitution.  Those that have money, leave.  Those that don’t, eke out a meagre living until they are fortunate enough to die.”
 
   “But not you.  You managed to survive.”
 
   “Just,” Alex said bitterly.
 
   She was rendered mute, unable to even imagine such a childhood.  At that age her world still revolved around dolls and the latest pretty dress from her father.  Anyway, Alex had made it perfectly clear that the last thing he wanted was her pity. 
 
   “I need to go out again tomorrow—” Alex began hesitantly.
 
   “To renew more old acquaintances?” she interrupted scathingly.
 
   “No.  Your father arrives the day after, I want to scout out possible locations for the exchange.  There’s a good reason I’m a survivor,” he added cynically.
 
   “So you’re just going to abandon me, again?”
 
   “Not likely.  I’ll talk to Granville in the morning, he can keep you company.  I doubt that you’ll be able to dismiss him as easily as you did your guard today.  Talking of which, where the devil did you send him?”
 
   “On a small errand,” she said blithely.  Ignoring him, she purposefully turned away, so that he wouldn’t see her hurt from his casual dismissal.
 
   “Jessica,” Alex called out after her.  “I never know what’s going to happen tomorrow, let alone the day after, but one thing I’m certain of.  Don’t ever mention to Stanton what happened here today.  He and I are different, because from me you will never get more than a mild rebuke, but as for Stanton, he would kill you, if he ever found out where you’d gone today.  Please make sure that he never does.”
 
   Jessica turned round, prepared to let fly a retort that at least her real husband-to-be would never enter such a house of ill repute, when she observed the bleak expression on his face.  Suitably chastised she simply nodded her head in understanding, turning to retrace her steps back to their temporary accommodation.
 
   She lay awake all that night waiting to see if Alex would return.  He never did.
 
   *****
 
   Jessica was not surprised to find herself alone at breakfast the following morning.  She was intrigued, however, to find an envelope in the middle of her usual place setting.  It was resting in front of a large bowl, covered with a napkin.  She reached out and took the card, instantly recognising Alex’s scrawl.
 
   Hope you slept well.  Sorry I can’t join you for breakfast, but left you something special.  I seem to remember you personally requesting it?
 
   Laughing out loud, she whisked off the napkin, revealing a bowl full of strawberries and cream.  With a guilty expression, she plucked one from the bowl, covering it with cream before popping it into her mouth.  Her eyes went wide, as the taste exploded across her tongue.  The strawberry was juicy, as if just picked from the field.  The fresh cream, in all of its thick, silky glory, had a wonderful sweet texture.  When eaten together they bordered on the divine.  She wondered where Alex had acquired them from, but didn’t dwell on it, as suddenly feeling ravenous, she swiftly finished the lot.
 
   She was still licking the bowl when the announcer sounded and hurriedly she put it aside.  After all it would hardly look lady-like if somebody entered, to catch her licking the bowl of cream like some new-born kitten.  She was only somewhat relieved to discover her guest was none other than her errand-boy from the day before, but this time come to escort her to Lord Granville.  She was amused to observe a further three guards fall into loose formation around her, as she stepped from the apartment.  It seemed that Lord Granville had sent reinforcements to ensure that she didn’t get lost on the way, she wondered if word of her earlier escapade had reached even his ears?
 
   At least this time the guards remained outside his office.  After the last altercation she wouldn’t have been at all surprised to have been forcibly frisked and her fusion pistol confiscated, but perhaps Lord Granville was simply too polite to insist on such extreme measures?
 
   “Lord Granville,” she curtsied politely, upon being ushered into his office.  Glancing around curiously, she noted that most of the damage from their last encounter had now been fixed.  In places, a few burn marks, were all that remained to indicate her earlier displeasure.
 
   “Lady Jessica,” Granville responded cheerfully, coming out from behind his desk, to take her hand and usher her to one of his high-backed, leather bound chairs.
 
   “Lord Granville,” she mused aloud.  “I must confess I don’t recognise the title.  Which branch of the great families do you spring from?”
 
   “It’s more of an honorary title,” Granville confessed, flushing slightly.  “People refer to me as Granville, Lord of Thieves.  It’s a bit long winded, so most just abbreviate it to Lord Granville.” 
 
   “I see,” Jessica blinked in surprise.  “Alex mentioned that you were a pirate, but I didn’t realise that he was speaking literally.  What on Osiris did you steal to earn you that honorific?”
 
   “This station, for one.”
 
   “You stole an entire space station.  How may I ask?  It seems somewhat large to simply fit in your pocket and I assume people noticed it was missing?”
 
   “I needed a base for my operations, or should I say for my business ventures.  When I first visited, it was bedlam here.  It was a complete free-for-all, with sector-vs-sector, everybody was up-in-arms, literally.  They needed somebody with a firm grip to take charge and set about imposing some sort of order.”
 
   “I take it that you felt qualified to fulfil this role?” Jessica asked wryly.
 
   “Nobody else seemed to be willing to step up to the challenge.”
 
   “That’s when you met Lord Greystone?”
 
   “Greystone?” Granville asked, looking confused.
 
   “Alex.”
 
   “Oh yes, little Alex.  I found him soon after, always hiding behind those whores’ skirts.  He was quick-witted, clever and smart.  Totally wasted there, so I put him to work.  Taught him everything that he knows.”
 
   “How to pick pockets and snatch bags, you mean?” Jessica probed, with a dangerous lilt to her voice.
 
   “Uh, yes,” Granville faltered.  “But also mathematics, reading and writing.”
 
   “Helped you keep tally, did he?  You know, of all the things that you stole.”
 
   “Only when I was able to drag him away from his books,” Granville groused.  “The boy spent every waking hour there, in my library.  Couldn’t have been good for him, filling his head with such nonsense.  But at least he had the occasional good idea, helped me better organise things around here for one.”
 
   “Organise things?”
 
   “Yes, tradespeople used to pay me a monthly stipend, you know, to provide protection for them.  Other businesses, groups or people considered beyond the law, often intimidated them, swindling, robbing, sabotaging or otherwise threatening decent, law-abiding people, who were just trying to make an honest living.”
 
   “I bet you did all three.  I believe that the correct term is a protection racket.”
 
   “That’s what Alex called it too.  Anyway, he helped me improve and streamline it.”
 
   “Improve upon it?  What did he do, send out a survey soliciting customer feedback?” she asked sarcastically.
 
   “No,” Granville shook his head. “He simplified it, by imposing a flat rate of tax on income or gross profit made.”
 
   “A corporation tax?” she hazarded a guess.
 
   “Yes, that’s what he called it.  Eventually most of the merchants signed up, those that refused, didn’t stay in business for much longer.”
 
   “I can’t imagine why,” Jessica sighed, finally picking up on Alex’s earlier joke about the irony of calling this man respectable.  He was so far from it that even calling him a thief was a misnomer, as it imparted some sense of moral righteousness, which he obviously lacked.
 
   “Probably the spate of fire bombings soon after,” Granville commented after a moment’s thought.  “In any case, since then, the level of violent crime has dwindled to almost nothing.”
 
   “Congratulations.  It almost sounds legal.”
 
   “Now, no need to be insulting,” Granville said with a hurt expression.  “Anyway, the tax is set at forty percent, which is still daylight robbery.”
 
   “I find it somewhat paradoxical,” Jessica snorted, very unladylike.  “That Alex is caught stealing, once, and then forever banished from this station.  Meanwhile, here you are, blatantly boasting of your criminal exploits.  I would hazard a guess that Alex was becoming more than an able partner-in-crime, but a threat to your authority, or was it just your daughter’s virtue that was in peril?  At risk of choosing him, over you.”
 
   At this accusation, Granville abruptly stood, turning his back on her.  Reaching out with his hands towards the fireplace—which, only at the very last minute, did he realise was no longer there, just a blackened scar against the wall, so instead he shoved his hands in his pockets, clearly ill at ease.
 
   “You cannot possibly imagine,” Granville began earnestly, “what it was like.  To wake up one morning and find your life’s work, all you’ve ever accomplished, taken from you.  It was only little things at first, how when I gave instructions they would glance his way, as if in confirmation.  Soon after that they stopped asking me entirely, instead going to him.  But the final straw was my daughter, to one day catch her, staring at him like—”
 
   “Like what?” Jessica prompted, leaning forward intently, unsure why his answer was so important to her.
 
   “Like you do.”  Granville turned back to face her.  “With a look of such longing and adoration that you hang on his every word.  As if you’ve come to revere him, as some sort of divine paragon.”
 
   “That’s not true,” Jessica refuted.  “If I look at him, it’s with nothing but affection and respect.  For he is decent, compassionate and honourable, unlike you, who is just a jealous, petty, thief.”
 
   “You can lie to yourself as much as you like, but not to me.  I’ve met many liars, most far more accomplished than you.  You’re already more than half in love with him, and how long have you known him, days, weeks?  With my daughter I observed it day-by-day, every day.  I knew that if I didn’t do something to put a stop to it, she would be lost to me, forever.”
 
   “So you set him up.”
 
   “Yes, but I didn’t kill him.  Although a part of me knew that I should.  Even back then he was not the sort of man that you wanted as an enemy.  Instead I arranged for him to be caught by a delegation, who were here at the time visiting from High-Lord Stanton.  To ease my conscience, I gave him over to them to decide his fate.  It seems they gave Alex a choice; death or to enlist.  He chose the latter.”
 
   “How honourable of you,” Jessica hissed between clenched teeth.  No wonder Alex didn’t trust anybody, why would he?  Everybody he’d ever trusted had betrayed him.  “And your daughter, what became of her?”
 
   “I’d become aware that Alex had risen in social status, in many ways far higher than I ever could have.  He moved in circles that I could only dream of, so I reached out to him, asking him to find a suitable husband for her, titled and rich.”
 
   “And he agreed?” Jessica asked incredulously.
 
   “I offered him suitable recompense for his time and effort.”
 
   “That was considerate of you.  I’m surprised that he agreed, knowing your true nature.”
 
   “How blinkered are you?” Granville finally roused himself, having been lost in his thoughts.  “That you put him on such a pedestal of noble birth, decency and honesty, yet you know nothing about him, beyond the little titbits of information he’s prepared to divulge.  So let me enlighten you to his true nature.  Alex is a lying, thieving, murdering bastard.  He was born a bastard, will die a bastard and there is a special place in hell that is reserved for people just like him.  Unlike me, who fully admits to my faults and am honest about them, Alex is manipulative, always hiding his true nature.  He is like a serpent in the grass, hiding, until he is ready to strike and by then it’s far too late.”
 
   “You’re lying.  Jealous of what he’s achieved, surpassing even your own accomplishments.”
 
   “Such a vocal defence of a person—one that you don’t even know the name of.”
 
   “I know his name,” Jessica challenged brashly, but inside felt unsure.  “Lord Alex Greystone.”
 
   “Rubbish, Alex is no more a Lord than I, just an assumed title, probably one he summoned from thin air.”
 
   “Impossible,” Jessica snapped, confident of at least this one thing.  “I grew up in my father’s court, surrounded by Lords and Ladies of every station.  Alex is arrogant, insufferable, overbearing and has an over-inflated sense of his own self-importance, of course he’s a Lord, what else could he be?”
 
   “Still, you don’t even know his real name.  He won’t tell you and do you know why not?  Because there is power in knowing a person’s true name.  It gives you a hold over them that they can never break, it reveals something of their inner self.  That is why Alex hides it from you, he doesn’t want you knowing who he really is.”
 
   “Fine, and who is he, really?”
 
   “I’ve already told you, he is little, frightened, Alex Grey, but you don’t recognise him, do you?” At this Granville gave her a long, quizzical stare, as if trying to plumb her depths for the truth.  “You really don’t know who he is, do you?  A name that strikes fear into Lords and Ladies alike, who is despised and hated by them all, yet is considered a hero by almost everybody else.  My what a truly sheltered life you’ve lived, then let me enlighten you as to his full name, see if it jogs your memory:
 
   Lieutenant-Colonel Alexander Grey, Commanding Officer, 1st Battalion, 104th Space Marine Regiment, serving under High-Lord William Stanton.”
 
   Jessica could only stare in mute horror.  It was like a veil had been lifted from her sight and all the little pieces suddenly seemed to click together, to become one encompassing picture—and it was one of bloody horror.
 
   There couldn’t be a person alive, over the age of ten, that hadn’t heard of Alexander Grey.  He was a monster, a larger than life demon that mothers warned their children about, in hushed whispers, late at night when the candles began to flicker low—do as I say, or Colonel Grey will come for you.  He had led a bloody rebellion, an uprising, against High-Lord Stanton.  There were revolts that had happened in the past, and likely others would try in the future, but none had ever come as close to succeeding as Colonel Grey.  The only reason that he had come so close, where so many others had failed, was because of his monstrous brutality.  Thousands had died; men, women and children.  All were given the same ultimatum, join him in his crusade, or die.  For seven days and seven nights, the streets of Capella had run red, with rivers of blood.  In the end he had been defeated, caught and sentenced for his crimes.  His life spared only by the leniency of High-Lord Stanton, who’d commuted his death sentence to life imprisonment.
 
   Instead they had found the deepest, darkest pit for him and there, alone, chained to the wall, they had left him to rot.
 
   Jessica only just made it to the corner of the room, before she retched.  With eyes closed, she remembered all the times that she’d allowed him to touch her.  How many times she’d instigated the contact, how he’d made her feel, like she was on fire, and he alone was able to quench the burning flames.
 
   She dry-heaved again, from the memories alone.
 
   “So much for your brave and honourable knight,” Granville said grimly, as he poured her a glass of water.  “You see Alex is just using you, like he’s used everybody else and once he no longer has a need for you, you’ll be discarded like the rest.”
 
   “But why?” Jessica croaked.  “What could he possibly want from me?”
 
   “You? Nothing,” Granville said sadly, shaking his head.  “He wants nothing more from you, beyond what he’s already taken.  It’s never been about you.  It’s always been about Stanton and to bring him here.  You see on Capella, Stanton is surrounded by an army, where he’s virtually untouchable, so Alex needed to draw him out.  You see Alex plans to finish what he started all those years ago, he’s bringing Stanton here—to kill him.”
 
   *****
 
   Over the years Alex had experienced the full gamut of emotions, from complete happiness to utter despair, but never doubt.  For doubt lies somewhere between belief and disbelief, and Alex had always believed that one day he and Stanton would meet again and, on that day, either one, or both of them, would die.
 
   It was a belief which had sustained him throughout his long incarceration but, in the past few days, he’d found that belief to be wavering.  He could never escape from the mistakes of his past, this he knew with absolute certainty yet, for the first time ever, he considered the possibility of moving on.  Starting a new life where nobody knew of his past, and probably cared even less.  For perhaps Abercrombie and Sanderson had the right of it, that an angel had fallen from the heavens, straight into his lap and he shouldn’t be so quick to discard it.  Now, all he had to do was to convince her of that.  He knew that Jessica had some financial troubles, that much was plainly obvious, still he was now a man not entirely without means…
 
   Stepping into their room, without knocking, after all it wasn’t as if he hadn’t seen it all before, he came to an abrupt halt.  He had been very, very, wrong, when he thought that he’d seen it all before, as he’d obviously seen nothing of the sort.  Jessica had her back to him, admiring her reflection in a full length mirror, obviously brought in for that exact purpose.  She was wearing an absolutely stunning white silk dress, which was perfectly chosen because it offset her ebony hair, while beautifully matching her flawless white skin.  She had obviously taken great care preparing her hair with ivory combs so that the loose strands around her face softened her features with their casual disarray.  She wore silk stockings, white silk slippers, but not any jewellery, except for tiny pearl studs in her ears.  She didn’t look like any high-born lady that he had ever seen, but instead a princess, straight from the pages of a book of fairy tales.
 
   He was about to comment as such, but the words caught in his throat and all he could do was stare.  In that moment the decision was made for him, he didn’t know which gods to thank for delivering her to him, all he knew was that he couldn’t let her go.  There was no reason why together they couldn’t just walk away from this, go home and make a new life, a future—
 
   She looked up, obviously alerted to his presence by the opening door and their gazes met in the mirror.  All of his hopes and dreams instantly turned to ashes, only to be scattered to the four corners of the universe by the solar winds.  It wasn’t that he didn’t recognise her expression, as he was intimately familiar with it.  A mixture of disgust, despair, sorrow and anger.  He’d seen that look on countless faces before, but never on hers, and he knew with absolute certainty that she knew everything.
 
   “You look ravishing,” he said flippantly, to cover his surprise. “I like what you’ve done with your hair, but did I miss the party invitation?  I’m going to have to have words with Sanderson about that.”
 
   “Granville supplied the dress, something about looking the part.”
 
   “Granville, I see,” Alex mused out loud.  “I’ll need to discuss that with him and come up with some form of suitable payment.  Anyway, I’ve just been informed that your father’s frigate has arrived, he’s currently taking a shuttle over and should be here shortly.”
 
   “Good.  I’m looking forward to seeing him again and accompanying him back home.”
 
   “That’s not the only reason I came,” Alex began hesitantly.  “I wanted to offer you an, alternative.”
 
   “Alternative?” she asked distractedly, glancing away from the mirrored glass.
 
   Alex bit back a curse, wishing she would turn around and face him, having no desire to have this conversation with her back to him.  “Yes, an alternative.  I know that you have no desire to marry Stanton, so forget about him.  Come with me instead.”
 
   “Just forget him?” Jessica laughed, but there was no humour in her voice, only hurt.  “You mean like you already have?  As you only mentioned that my father has arrived, but nothing of High-Lord Stanton, he said—”
 
   “You’ve spoken to him?” Alex interrupted sharply.
 
   “Oh yes,” she replied frankly.  “He made it clear that he now considers me family.  That’s what it means to care for another, to protect them, remember?  But perhaps you left something out, for if you care about somebody you should be honest with them, don’t you agree?”
 
   “Yes,” he replied helplessly, as he could already feel her slowly, but surely, slipping away from him.
 
   “Then true, or false.  Your real purpose was to bring High-Lord Stanton here.”
 
   “True.”
 
   “You intend to kill him?”
 
   For a moment, he didn’t respond then, very quietly, he said, “True.”
 
   “True or false?” she carried on softly.  “You never cared for me at all, I was only a means to an end to get High-Lord Stanton here?”
 
   “Absolutely false, Jessica, I—”
 
   “Oh, Alex,” she said.  “If you’ve never lied to me before.  Why start now?”
 
   “Jessica, I’m not lying to you.  I admit that it was originally my intent, but—”
 
   “Just tell me one thing, all those terrible things they say about you, are they true?”
 
   “What things?”
 
   “That you led an uprising against High-Lord Stanton, which resulted in the deaths of hundreds, if not thousands of innocent men, women and children?”
 
   Alex remained silent.
 
   “That’s what I thought,” she replied sadly.  “So the answer to your question is no.  I won’t go with you.  It’s time that I grew up and accept what duty demands of me, namely to marry High-Lord Stanton and save my family.”
 
   “Fine,” Alex retorted bitterly.  “Go with your father.  I promised that you would be returned to him safe and well, but don’t marry Stanton.  Anybody but him.  Go and find some other rich and titled Lord, god only knows there must be enough of them.  Have him solve your money worries.  Just stay away from Stanton, he is dangerous, in ways you couldn’t possibly imagine.”
 
   “Money worries?” Jessica laughed violently.  “Money worries are for some labourer worried that he won’t have enough to tide him over until his next pay cheque.  My family owes one point two trillion to our creditors.  Stanton has agreed to cover the debit in its entirety, once our families are joined.”
 
   “One point two trillion?” Alex replied, appalled.  If it helped her reconsider marrying Stanton, he had been prepared to offer her the money from the sale of the necklace.  But that amount of money wouldn’t have covered the interest on that debt for more than a few hours.  “How can that be possible?  Your father is renowned for being fiscally conservative, he doesn’t gamble, has no known vices.  The Hadley Corporation is one of the oldest and most powerful.  It is also the number one supplier of Alcubierre drives.  The profits from that alone must total seventy billion this quarter.”
 
   “I don’t know all the details, only my father does,” Jessica sighed.  “All I know is that several new business ventures failed recently and, desperate to cover the losses, he invested in other even more riskier ones.  When those failed too, he didn’t have the capital to service the remaining debt.  You were not far wrong when you said that High-Lord Stanton outbid the others, he is my family’s last hope.  I really have no other choice but to marry him.”
 
   “There must be some other way?”
 
   “There isn’t.  At the moment my family is putting on a façade that we have no money problems, for if even a hint of a rumour of our financial plight started, our creditors would demand early repayment of the debt and we would be ruined.  I can’t allow you to harm Stanton, he’s all that stands between my family and ruin.  I’ll do anything in my power to stop you, even kill you, if that’s what it takes.”
 
   “I understand,” Alex sighed resignedly.  “I never had a family, but I do comprehend, better than most, the depths that a person would go to, to protect the ones that they love.  I’m glad that I had the opportunity to get to know you, I would have spent the rest of my life regretting not have.  I would, however, like to offer you a parting gift, one that you can remember me by.  While it cannot match the finery of your new clothes, at least it will compliment them.”  With a flourish he presented her the oak carved jewellery box that Angela had given him, opening it to display the pale blue pearl necklace.
 
   “It’s beautiful,” Jessica gasped.  “What are they?”
 
   “Al-Keishi pearls,” Alex replied.  “Yes, the very same I asked your father for, but these are far more inferior in quality, as you can see from the bluish colouring.  Still, Al-Keishi pearls are special, because if you hold them tight and wish real hard, they can make your dreams come true.”
 
   At Jessica’s doubtful expression, Alex smiled, slipping the necklace around her bare throat, tightening the clasp, before taking her hands and putting them around the necklace.  With a boyish grin, he placed his hands over hers, before closing his eyes and breathing heavily as if wishing real hard.  Opening his eyes, he glanced down at the necklace and smiled again, before turning her around, so she was once again facing the mirror.
 
   Her gasp of surprise, and the expression on her face as she observed the pearls glowing a bright sapphire-blue, was beatific.
 
   “Al-Keishi pearls are nature’s most perfect energy converters.  So flawless in fact that Professor Alcubierre spent years trying to use them as the focusing crystals in our fusion pistols.  They can take any form of energy; chemical, electrical, thermal, simply anything and convert it into light.”
 
   “Thank you,” Jessica breathed.
 
   “You’re welcome.  I wish you every success in all your future endeavours, Lady Hadley.”  Bowing deeply, demonstrating all the respect due a Lady, the eldest daughter of a High-Lord, Alex turned round to leave, for the last time, when she called out after him.
 
   “Alex!  I cannot forget what you’ve done in the past,” she explained hurriedly.  “And it’s not my place to forgive, but I’ve seen your scars, both inside and out, and recognise that you’ve also suffered.  You saved my life once and I never repaid you for that—”
 
   Alex was about to comment that the kiss they had shared was more than recompense enough, but curious to know what else she wanted to say, remained quiet.
 
   “So I want to return something to you.  You gave it to me to save my life, so now I want to return the favour.”
 
   Turning back to face her, Alex was astonished to observe his fusion pistol in the palm of her hand.  Even more surprised to realise that it wasn’t pointed at him, instead glowing a muted yellow, to signify that she’d released her control over it.
 
   “You might still need that,” Alex pointed out, uncertainly.  “Your symptoms are likely to quickly return without it.”
 
   “I’ll have my own back, soon enough,” she reassured him.  “But I don’t think you can wait that long.”
 
   “I’m fine,” he hurriedly reassured her.
 
   “Really?” she asked sceptically.  “So when was the last time that you slept—two, three days ago?”
 
   “I don’t really need much sleep,” he refuted.
 
   “Your hands are shaking, did you know that?”
 
   “If you give it back to me, it doesn’t change anything between us.  I’m still going after Stanton.”
 
   “I know,” she replied simply.
 
   Reaching out, Alex tentatively took the pistol from her hand.  As soon as he touched it, the weapon came alive.  To Alex it felt like a glass of crystal clear water on a hot day, instantly quenching his thirst and for the first time since giving her his pistol, his head felt clear and the trembling in his limbs subsided.
 
   “Thank you,” he said, dazed.  “For everything.”
 
   “Now we’re equal,” she reminded him.  “Neither of us owes the other a thing.”
 
   “Understood,” he said, neither agreeing nor disagreeing with her.  Instead he reached out with a finger, brushing a strand of her hair that had come loose, back behind her ear.  Staring into her sky-blue eyes for a moment longer, he let himself imagine the emotion that he thought he saw, the same as he felt inside him.  Refusing to name it, he spun around marching from the room.
 
   Stanton and Hadley would have to wait, as first he had something he urgently needed to do.
 
   *****
 
   The door to Granville’s office slid open, not so much with a bang, as a whimper.  It was very much like the sound a human body would make, if slammed with great force, against the aforementioned door.
 
   “Your guard dog, who was outside, informed me that you were currently indisposed,” Alex snarled savagely, as he strode, unannounced, into the room.  “So I apologise in advance for the interruption, but I don’t apologise for his broken arm.  It was his fault for not getting out of my way quick enough.”
 
   “Alex, this is a surprise,” Granville said nervously, taking a step back when confronted by the younger man’s palpable fury.
 
   “No, it’s not,” Alex corrected him, brushing aside a high-backed chair.  The force of the blow threw it halfway across the room, where its further progress, impeded by a bulkhead, caused it to shatter into tinder.
 
   “I can explain,” Granville stammered slightly, upon observing the heavy piece of furniture explode against the wall.
 
   “Yes, you can and will,” Alex agreed heatedly, as he picked up Granville by the lapels of his jacket.  With apparent effortless ease hauling him from the floor, slamming him against the wall and leaving his feet dangling several inches in the air.  “What the hell did you tell her?” he barked.
 
   “The truth.”
 
   “The truth?” Alex echoed sardonically.  “What the hell is the truth anyway?”
 
   “That you almost killed Stanton!”
 
   “And I lie awake, every night, regretting that I didn’t finish the job, so what?”
 
   “Hundreds, maybe thousands, died because of your actions.”
 
   “I have a photographic memory, so I hardly need you to remind me who died, but this isn’t about them, or even her, this is between you and I.”
 
   “No, this is about your arrogance.  You brought his wrath down upon everybody, and for what, a pretty face in a short skirt?  Go back to Angela’s if you want a girl, she’s got plenty—”
 
   “What if it had been your daughter?” Alex shouted, shaking him furiously.
 
   “What!”
 
   “You heard me.  You weren’t there, you didn’t see the expression on Stanton’s face, he was enjoying hurting her—and you have the gall to call me a sick bastard?”
 
   “He’s a High-Lord, he can do whatever he likes.”
 
   “While he might have had that luxury, I did not.  My sworn duty was clear, to protect the men and women under my command, no matter the personal cost.”
 
   “He’s a God!  Can’t you get that into your thick skull?  We’re nothing to him.  Just autonomous, walking, talking, company machines.  He cares for us no more than one of his ships, probably less, as they’re worth far more than us.”
 
   Staring at Granville contemptuously Alex released the grip on the man’s jacket, dropping him back onto the floor.  “What happened to you Granville?” Alex asked rhetorically.  “You have just as much reason to hate the High-Lords as I.  Wasn’t it them that forced you to flee?  Threatened by your very success.  Just how many billions did they owe you?  In the end it was just cheaper for them to drive you from your home, to take everything that you owned, to declare you a thief and liar, rather than simply pay what they owed.  They still talk about the dinner party, you know, that they hosted to celebrate your departure.  In your own home, that put their own to shame, using your golden cutlery, while theirs’ was nothing but bronze, as they drunk your wine and dined on your food.  How they laughed after you had gone.”
 
   “Things are different now.  I’ve got a family, a daughter, a grandson.”
 
   “I see.  So instead you just sold out to them, is that what you mean?  You know what that makes you?  A coward.  Just like everybody else.  How easy it is for you to sit here, the king of a castle floating between the stars, so far away from the real world.  Yet, when asked to actually do something, to take a stand, to make a difference, you hesitate.  It’s easy to make promises, but far harder to make sacrifices.  Just remember what you promised, when I agreed to find your daughter a husband.”
 
   “I haven’t forgotten.  I’ll keep my side of the bargain.”
 
   “For your sake I hope that you do,” Alex shrugged.  “You’ve already betrayed me once.  Do it again and next time it’ll be your head that I’m coming for.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   The Nova-Class Dreadnought was the largest, most powerful class of warship ever constructed.  One third larger than a Mercury-Class battleship, capable of taking on two to four other capital class ships simultaneously, or assaulting a major ground target.  She was mankind’s greatest accomplishment, and most abject failure.
 
    —From the journal of Lord Alexander Greystone.
 
    
 
   Elysium Fields, Nova-Class Dreadnought, decommissioned.
 
    
 
   “You!” Jessica exclaimed furiously.  “Where have you been?  What took you so long getting here?”
 
   “It’s good to see you too,” Sanderson said dryly.  “Nice dress by the way, who’s getting married?”
 
   “Nobody,” Jessica snapped.  “Not if you had gotten here earlier at any rate.  You at least might have been able to talk some sense into the man, as by the High-Lords, he never listens to me, but now it’s far too late.”
 
   “Shame,” Sanderson replied.  “For a minute there I thought the Colonel had actually taken my advice, literally a first, and told you how he really feels.  Too late for what?” he added, puzzled.
 
   “This situation, everything, Stanton.  I mean High-Lord Stanton is here.  He and Alex are going to kill each other.”
 
   “Oh that,” Sanderson replied, looking relieved.  “That’s what took us so long, we had to take a brief detour and pick up some supplies.”
 
   “I can’t believe that you can think of food at a time like this.”
 
   “Food?  I’m talking about heavy artillery.  If we’re going up against a High-Lord we need some serious firepower.”  With that he tapped the breastplate that he was wearing and it made a dull thud each time he rapped it.
 
   It was only then, that she realised that he was wearing some sort of black combat armour, for it covered almost his entire body, leaving only his hands free.  They were sheathed in form fitting gloves, leaving just his fingertips visible, which were wrapped around the largest gun she had ever seen.
 
   “An automatic shotgun; twelve-gauge, magazine loaded with Flechette cartridges.  It can clear a room in seconds.  I like to call it the widow-maker.”
 
   “I’m not married. Yet,” Jessica added gloomily.
 
   “Always be prepared, that’s what I say.  Anyway Stanton, he’s a slippery one.  I warned Alex about him, like playing poker with the very devil himself.  He would steal the deck of cards, prize, along with the table and chairs you were seated on.”
 
   “Then why go through with this?  Let me go and the rest of you can just walk away.”
 
   “Because if I was forced to bet on a card game between the two, I would put my money on the Colonel every time.  For Stanton would still be considering his cards, while the Colonel had played every possible hand in his head and would instead be thinking about where to donate the prize money.  Don’t be so quick to discount him, he has saved all of our lives, yours included, many times over.”
 
   She just couldn’t reconcile how a man like Alex could commit such heinous crimes, yet instil such loyalty in people that knew him well.  Wondering if she also counted herself as part of that select group.
 
   *****
 
   The location of the exchange was large, dark and foreboding.  The room seemed to continue on upwards for several floors, before vanishing entirely into obscurity.  With balconies overlooking the main arena, surrounded on all sides by discarded crates, benches and chairs, it was obviously some sort of long abandoned auditorium.  The solitary chandelier, hanging from the ceiling, swung backwards and forwards like a pendulum.  It didn’t so much illuminate the massive room, as spread the gloom.  Casting long shadows in all directions, they were like ghostly phantoms, observing the proceedings beneath them.
 
   What sort of events took place here, Jessica dreaded to think, as the floor was covered in a fine powder—sand, sawdust or something similar.  Darker patches were clearly visible in places, blood she very much assumed.  An ominous start for such an encounter, yet somehow perfectly fitting Alex’s mercurial mood.
 
   “You ready?” he asked, stepping from the shadows.
 
   Jessica was momentarily taken aback at how easily the darkness seemed to engulf him, two constituent elements that made a whole.  One glance in his direction and she understood how he could appear like a wrath.  He had donned a similar suit of combat armour to Sanderson, combined with the black cloak that he’d wrapped himself in, he was more shadow than man. “Do I have a choice?” she replied.
 
   “There’s always my other alternative,” Alex reminded her.
 
   “I don’t think so.  I wouldn’t want to miss my own wedding.  Let’s go,” she ordered, striding into the weak light in the middle of the auditorium.
 
   “Then lights… Camera… Action… Let the show begin,” Alex murmured, following close behind.
 
   *****
 
   “Jessica,” a relieved voice called out from the gloom, as High-Lord Hadley took a step forward, appearing from amongst the shadows.  “Is that you?  My darling, are you safe and well?”
 
   “Daddy,” Jessica’s voice broke slightly as she automatically took a step in his direction.  Her progress only impeded when Alex caught her by the elbow, drawing her back, close to his chest.
 
   “Not yet,” he whispered into her ear.  “But very soon, I promise.  My Lord,” he called out in a loud, clear voice, that echoed throughout the room, giving his tenor a ghost like quality.  “Thank you for observing the terms of our agreement and coming alone.”
 
   The sick look on High-Lord Hadley’s face indicated that perhaps he hadn’t followed as closely to the terms as he might have liked, for beside him, stepped out another figure.
 
   “High-Lord Hadley is an honourable man, and insisted on coming alone.  However, as Lady Jessica’s fiancé, I insisted on accompanying him.”
 
   “Stanton,” Alex said in a voice that would freeze water.  “What an unexpected surprise.”
 
   At the sound of Alex’s voice, Stanton peered closer, a look of astonishment crossing his face.  “As I live and breathe, Colonel Grey, but what are you doing here?  I thought that you would be dead in a gutter by now.  After all it’s probably where you were conceived, in some dank, back alley, up against a wall.”  Suddenly his eyes went wide, as realisation struck him.  “It was you all along, wasn’t it?  You took Lady Hadley, but why?  I understand now, the money.  Well in that regard you haven’t changed a bit, have you?  Still overreaching and underachieving, surely you must have realised by now that you are an abject failure at everything you put your mind to.  Why don’t you just save everyone the trouble?  Release Lady Hadley and just roll over and die, quietly.”
 
   “You know this man?” Lord Hadley asked in shock.
 
   “He used to work for me.  A traitor, my lord,” Stanton demurred.  “One that I should have dealt with many years ago.  An oversight that I’ll soon correct.”
 
   Jessica tensed, as she observed her betrothed, Lord Stanton, step from the shadows.  She could feel Alex’s arms tense around her at his appearance, yet her initial fears, that Alex would impulsively leap forward and try to strangle him, appeared unfounded.  She wondered who was actually holding up whom, as Alex was wound so tight around her she could scarcely breathe.  But he gave no other outward indication that he was in the least bit bothered by Stanton’s presence.
 
   “If Lady Jessica was betrothed to me, I likewise would do everything in my power to see her returned, safe and well,” Alex replied to Stanton, before dismissing his person completely, turning back to face Lord Hadley. “The payment my lord, and I’ll return your daughter, unharmed, as promised.  Unlike some, I’m a man of my word.”
 
   Stanton snorted at this, but otherwise remained silent, obviously prepared to wait and see how events played out.
 
   Lord Hadley unclipped a large pouch from his waist, hefting it in his hand, as obviously it was full and weighed a considerable sum.  “I’ve brought the pearls, exactly as you stipulated.  Now release my daughter.”
 
   “Go.  Take the pearls from your father and bring them to me.  Once I’ve got them, you and your father are free to go, safe and sound, just as I promised,” Alex breathed into her ear, before releasing his arm from around her waist.
 
   Hesitating for a moment, as Alex had made no mention of her intended, Jessica decided to play along, but only for the time being.  Up until now he had made no overt move against Stanton, so perhaps he’d changed his mind?  Taking a few steps forward, she stopped just in front of her father.  Carefully she took the bag from him, giving him a gentle squeeze on the hand and a reassuring smile.  The pouch was indeed heavy and she tightened her grip around it to secure it in her hand.  Turning around, she made her way back towards Alex with the pouch in hand, keeping her eyes downcast watching her step on the filth covered floor.  The last thing she wanted was to slip and fall, as the consequences could be disastrous for all involved...
 
   Finally, she arrived back in front of Alex, only an arm’s length away from him and looked up.  Only to have all the blood drain from her face and her vision waver.  For clearly visible, on top of the dark cloak that he wore, exactly where his heart beat in his chest, was a single, solitary, red dot.  She didn’t need to guess what it was, as she’d seen many before—the laser-sight of a rifle.
 
   He had lied!
 
   The thought chased in circles around her head. Her father had looked her in the eye and deliberately lied to her, as he’d promised that he would abide by the terms and conditions of the exchange and come alone, with the money.  Still frozen in place, with a stricken look on her face, Jessica observed another red dot appear, this time on Alex’s temple, and another, and another, until she could count over thirty in total.  They were all around him, like a swarm of fireflies, yet still he didn’t move, just standing there, alone, giving her a quizzical stare.  Obviously confused by her hesitation.
 
   A quick glance over her shoulder cleared up one misconception, for her father was still there, frozen in place, with a traumatised expression on his face, his gaze locked on her in absolute terror.  Yet, it was the expression on Stanton’s face that most drew her ire, for he was casually standing beside her father, with a knowing smirk on his face.  So it wasn’t her father, but Stanton, who was behind all of this.
 
   If you care for someone, love them, then you’ll do everything in your power to protect them.
 
   Alex’s words came back to haunt her.  How could Stanton’s actions in any way protect her?  Alex was obviously no threat to her.  He’d had a dozen opportunities when he could have harmed her, but done nothing of the sort.  Quite the opposite in fact, as he had repeatedly put his life on the line for hers.  She, in turn, had threatened him, calling him, out loud, the worst names imaginable and wished him dead, but never like this.  Not by her own hand, for if he died here, now, his death would forever be on her conscience.
 
   “Jessica, my payment,” Alex interrupted her internal monologue, raising his hand to take the pouch from her.
 
   She immediately snatched her hand, and the bag back, out of his reach.  Her thoughts in a whirl as she tried to think how to extradite him from this situation, without making it obvious that she was aiding him.  For if she did, her marriage to Stanton would be over and her family would be destroyed.  Forever.
 
   “Give me my money and leave, now,” Alex snapped, more forcibly this time, taking another step closer.
 
   In the face of his advance, she refused to retreat.  Realising that the closer he got to her, the safer he would be.
 
   “Don’t move,” she urged him.  “You’re in great danger.”
 
    “You have only just realised this?” he asked, rolling his eyes in astonishment.
 
   “You don’t understand,” Jessica whispered back in frustration.  “They’re going to kill you.”
 
   “And you never change,” Alex growled.  “Always getting yourself involved in situations that you don’t understand, and have nothing to do with you.  Give me my money and go.  Otherwise your fiancé and father are going to be treated to the surreal sight of me, putting you across my knee, and thrashing you.”
 
   “You stupid, arrogant, fool,” Jessica scolded.  “They’ve got dozens of guns trained on you this very instant.”
 
   “And you didn’t stop to think for a minute, that I might have likewise?” Alex snarled.  “What the hell do you think Sanderson, Templeton, Baracoa and Murdoch are doing here?  Sightseeing?”
 
   “Oh,” Jessica blinked, following his gaze.  She glanced around comprehending what she’d failed to observe earlier, as dotted around the room, in a loose semi-circle, was Sanderson and the rest of his team, weapons raised, trained outwards.
 
   “Now give me my damn pearls, then take your father and get out of here.”
 
   “That’s all you care about, your money?”
 
   “You really want to discuss this.  Here?  Now?” Alex’s voice was tinged with anger, disbelief and a sort of wry humour.
 
   But before she even had the chance to reply, Stanton took a step forward, clearing his throat.  “You might be interested to learn that you’re completely surrounded and escape is impossible.  Lady Hadley has obviously not been mistreated, hence I’ll make this once in a lifetime offer—surrender and I’ll spare you your life.”
 
   “I’ve already taken you up on that offer, once before,” Alex muttered.  “It didn’t work out too well for me.  I’ll make a counter-offer,” Alex instead shouted back.  “Call off your troops, give me my money and leave, and in return I’ll let you live.”
 
   At these words, Sanderson and the rest of the team rose to their feet from behind their cover, training their weapons on the form of High-Lord Stanton, standing alone and unguarded at the edge of the room.
 
   “I believe this is what you call a stalemate,” Alex smirked.
 
   *****
 
   “By the Gods, Stanton,” Lord Hadley exclaimed.  “Things are getting out of hand here.  Who are these people, do you know them too?”
 
   Lord Stanton’s expression meanwhile slipped from a confident calm, to mottled fury.  “Traitors, Hadley.  Every one of them.  I’ll have them all dead, along with Grey, every last one of them, as that’s what they all deserve.”
 
   “These men used to work for you too?” Lord Hadley groaned.  “Do you have anybody left in your employ that doesn’t want you dead?”
 
   The venomous look on Stanton’s face put to rest any further conversation.  Instead he raised his hand, making a forward motion, and within a few seconds a dozen troops had materialised from the shadows, rushing forward to form an impenetrable barrier between him, Alexander Grey and the guns pointed in their direction.
 
   “Major, Report?” Stanton asked one of the tall, broad shouldered men, who appeared at his side.  Just like Sanderson he was wearing combat armour, carrying a large assault rifle, with a pistol strapped to his side.  Resting on his forehead was a pair of light-amplification goggles and it was because of these they’d been able to monitor the proceedings, unimpaired by the darkness and gloom.
 
   “Colonel Grey and his men are completely surrounded my Lord, there is no escape for them.  We’re just waiting upon your word to signal the rest of the fleet.  They’ll secure the surrounding space and send reinforcements to escort you, Lord Hadley and Lady Jessica back to your flagship.”
 
   “Good work Major.  We’ll soon be finished up here, so go ahead and signal the fleet.”
 
   “Very good my Lord, and what of your orders regarding Colonel Grey and his men?”
 
   “They’re traitors and there is only one sentence for that.  Kill them all.”
 
   “Lady Jessica is still in the line of fire, my Lord.  It’s likely that the Colonel will use her as a human shield—”
 
   “Lady Hadley is a paragon of virtue and should be an example to us all,” Lord Stanton interrupted, glancing at Hadley, before continuing on more softly.  “She would gladly sacrifice her life, in the sure and certain knowledge that Grey also died.  Anyway, I hear that she has a younger sister, she’ll do equally as well.  Kill them all.”
 
   *****
 
   “Can somebody shut off all of those alarms!” Granville shouted, to be overheard above the blaring sirens, as he stepped out onto the bridge of Elysium Fields.  It was a place that he rarely frequented, after all he paid considerable sums of money each cycle to ensure that it was adequately staffed, by people far more experienced than he, who knew what all the bells and whistles meant.  He might have stolen this ship, but that didn’t mean he had a clue how it worked.  “I’m here now, so what’s the sudden emergency?  We’re not about to blow up, are we?” he asked in a worried tone.
 
   “No, my Lord,” his mercenary Captain reassured him.
 
   “Well, that’s a relief,” Granville muttered, taking a handkerchief from his pocket, motioning the man out of the Captain’s chair.  Once the seat had been vacated, he wiped his brow with the handkerchief, before placing it on the recently emptied chair, before taking a seat.  “So what’s the problem?”
 
   “Massive distortions in space-time, my Lord,” the Captain explained.
 
   “Oh good,” Granville said relieved.  “Or not?  I take it,” he guessed from the man’s demeanour.
 
   “Very bad, my Lord,” the Captain corrected him.  “It means that we’ve got one absolutely massive ship exiting faster-than-light, or several very, very, large ones.  As per your orders, nothing is scheduled for arrival.”
 
   “Any news regarding our recently arrived guests?” Granville enquired.
 
   “Nothing yet my Lord, your scouts report that everything is quiet, eerily so, they report.”
 
   “I’m obviously paying them too much,” Granville cursed.  “If their idea of a detailed report is, it’s quiet, eerily so.  Go,” he motioned with both hands.  “Find out who is arriving and how much I’ll have to pay to send them on their way again.”
 
   “We’ve found a match!” one of the obviously more excitable youths whooped from the front of the bridge.  “It’s the Battlecruiser Valkyrie, High-Lord Stanton’s flagship, along with escorts.  Looks like he’s brought the entire fleet with him, my Lord.”
 
   “Captain?” Granville motioned for his Captain to step closer.  “Does that battlecruiser pose any sort of risk to us, and this ship?”
 
   “Possibly, my Lord,” the Captain frowned.  “The Nova-Class Dreadnought has the thickest armour of any ship ever built and at that time no weapon existed that could penetrate such armour.  However, that was over two centuries ago and things have moved on since then.  The Valkyrie was built in the past few years and her main guns could penetrate our armour in places, as well as the fact that she is also armed with anti-capital ship torpedoes.  They could inflict massive damage on us.”
 
   “Hmm, sounds expensive,” Granville stroked his beard thoughtfully.
 
   “My Lord,” the Communications Officer shouted down the two hundred metre long bridge.
 
   “Yes,” Granville replied.  “Yes!” he called back a second time, more loudly when he failed to get a reply.  “This is ridiculous,” he cursed.  “Don’t we have some sort of intercom or thingy.”
 
   “It broke, my Lord,” the Captain informed him apologetically.  “You said it was a waste of your money to repair it.”
 
   “I have an Admiral Sloane, trying to contact you.  Said something about wanting to discuss terms before he proceeds to blow us to pieces.  You want me to get rid of him for you?”
 
   “No,” Granville shook his head, glancing at his Captain resignedly.  “I’ve been informed that talking would definitely be a preferable option.  Put him through.”
 
   “Yes, my Lord.”
 
   “Hello?  Hello!  Is this thing working?” Granville shouted.
 
   “I can hear you perfectly fine, whom am I addressing?” a refined voice enquired coolly.
 
   “Oh, sorry about that, technical difficulties.  I’m Lord Granville and who do you think you are?”
 
   “I know perfectly well who I am, I’m Admiral Sloane, Commanding Officer of the Valkyrie, Admiral of High-Lord Stanton’s Fifth Fleet.”
 
   “Well, that’s good,” Granville shifted nervously.  “Always good to speak to a man who knows who he is.  You said you wanted to discuss terms of surrender?  Well, I’m not too greedy, if you’d be willing to offer a few thousand I’d be amenable to let you go on your way.”
 
   “I was actually speaking of your terms of surrender.”
 
   “Oh,” Granville said disheartened.
 
   “Surrender Elysium Fields and power down all systems, weapons, if you even have any, and assemble all your crew on the main hanger deck.  If you don’t I’ll order my ships within firing range and we’ll see how many holes I can make, before nobody is left alive over there.  You have five minutes to comply.  Sloane out.”
 
   “That didn’t go as well as I’d hoped,” Granville said out loud.
 
   “My Lord, the Valkyrie is launching fighters and assault shuttles.”
 
   “How long until they arrive?”
 
   “Five minutes, my Lord.”
 
   “Well that makes sense, I guess,” Granville said morosely.  “I just knew I should have paid off Alex, instead of agreeing to this vague future favour.  Alex always comes out on top in these sorts of deals.”
 
   *****
 
   Alex was unsure what caused him to act.  Call it over two decades of finely honed instincts, having an evolved premonition to danger.  Perhaps, as well, it was the way the troops simultaneously took a small step back, with an infinitesimal tightening of their grip on their rifles, tiny subconscious actions in preparation to firing—when he tackled Jessica around her waist, knocking both of them to the floor.  Their natural momentum carried them several feet onwards, before they collided with some discarded crates.
 
   “What—” Jessica began.
 
   Her next words were drowned out by a massive, deafening, barrage of gunfire all around them.  The sound took on a life of its own, bouncing from walls, reflecting off the floor, resonating with each subsequent explosion of gunfire, until it grew into one great enraged beast.
 
   It smashed and destroyed everything in sight.
 
   Crates, chairs, boxes, seats and tables were instantly shredded.  The gunfire was so intense that there was nothing that Alex could do but lie still and prostrate behind what little remained of their cover, with his body smothering hers, their eyes closed while they waited out the hail of bullets.
 
   When it finally came, the clips of automatic weapons running dry, the noise slowly abated like a retreating thunderstorm and the peace was silent and blessed.  Alex didn’t wait for the storm to resume, instead he pulled himself and Jessica closer to what remained of the half shredded crates.  Using his freehand he withdrew his fusion pistol, resting it on the top of the nearest crate, and started firing back indiscriminately.  The weak hail of gunfire, that closely followed, indicated that at least some of his men had likewise taken cover and were still alive.
 
   But they were just delaying the inevitable.
 
   Surrounded on all sides, massively outmanned and outgunned, it was only going to be a matter of time before the troops started to move in, picking them off, one by one.  At most they were just buying themselves a few extra minutes to live.
 
   “So I take it this means the wedding is off?” Alex grunted.  “As usually the groom shooting at the bride, prior to marriage, isn’t a good sign.  Now after marriage, that’s a completely different matter entirely.”
 
   “Whatever are you doing?” her muffled reply came back in response, from somewhere beneath him.
 
   “What do you think I’m doing?  Shooting back!” Alex roared, sending another volley in the direction of Stanton.
 
   “Well stop it.  You could hit my father.”
 
   “You’re still worried about him?  At a time like this?  Is he aware of this extreme devotion from his eldest daughter?  What are you angling after?  The majority of the inheritance?  We’re all about to die and there is something that I want you to know first—this is entirely your fault.”
 
   “My fault?” came back the indignant, and still muffled, response.
 
   “Yes.  You wouldn’t give me my pearls.”
 
   “What is it with you and money?  Anyway it still belongs to my father, as he only promised it to you, in return for my life.”
 
   “So?” Alex snapped, crouching back down, lowering his pistol.
 
   “I think I’ve been shot,” she whispered softly.  “And you’re not having any of my father’s money if I die.  That wasn’t part of the deal.”
 
   “What?” Alex replied frantically, rolling off her.  He glanced down at her abdomen, where a bloodstain could be seen rapidly spreading outwards from her once pristine white dress.  Prising her hands away from the wound, he glanced at it, sighing with relief.  “You’ll live, which is more than I can say for Granville’s dress.”
 
   “What?” Jessica demanded, looking up at him, eyes wide with shock.
 
   “It’s not your blood,” Alex clarified.  “It’s mine.  They’re firing fragmenting rounds and one of the fragments must have slipped through the gap in my armour.”
 
   “What?” Jessica repeated.  “Where?”
 
   “My right shoulder—argh!” Alex screamed, as her fingers probed around his shoulder.  “Yes, right there.  So whatever you do, don’t ever touch there again.”
 
   “You need medical attention.”
 
   “Sure.  You want to ask them to stop shooting at us for a minute, while I call a surgeon?” he caught her in a firm grip before she could stand up.  “Rhetorical question,” he hissed in pain at the movement of his arm.  “Just give me the pearls.  You’ll live, which is more than I can say for me, so you still owe me.”
 
   “Fine,” she huffed.  “I hope that you enjoy the last few minutes that you’ve got alive, before they shoot you.”  She passed across the heavy pouch that she’d managed to keep hold of during the intervening time.
 
   “Finally,” he sighed taking a firm hold of the pouch, before gritting his teeth against the pain, threw it up and away, as far and hard as he could.
 
   “What,” Jessica gasped, mouth agape in shock, as she watched the pouch fly high up into the arena.  She didn’t know it if was her imagination, but the bag seemed to fly far higher and faster than its weight should allow.  What she didn’t image, but had to blink twice to confirm, was at the very top of its parabolic trajectory it stopped, hanging motionless, in the middle of the room.
 
   Where it stayed.
 
   As is often the case with such happenings, the gunfire fell silent, as all eyes in the room were trained on the pouch, in disbelief, as none were able to comprehend what they were seeing.  There was more than one muted uttering of witchcraft and magic.
 
   “Templeton, Baracoa, hit the lights,” Alex called out.
 
   Immediately a hail of gunfire erupted from the floor, but this time targeting the massive chandelier hanging from the ceiling, far above them.  With a massive boom it came crashing to the ground, exploding into a million pieces and instantly the large auditorium descended into utter darkness.
 
   “Great!” Jessica swore.  “Now we can’t see a thing, but they certainly can.  They’ve all got light amplification goggles, you idiot.”
 
   “Not for long,” Alex muttered darkly.  “Close your eyes.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Knowing that she couldn’t see him, Alex still rolled his eyes.  For a minute he was tempted to hand her over to Stanton.  As she would simply argue him to death.  But instead he drew her closer, shielding her eyes with his cloak, before raising his fusion pistol high above him and taking aim.
 
   The total darkness was no impediment to him, and the intense, focused blast, from his fusion pistol hit its intended target dead centre—the bag of pearls.  The concentrated energy blast instantaneously disintegrated the surrounding canvas bag, before colliding with hundreds of pearls.  The most perfect energy converters in the galaxy.  They in turn absorbed the energy, soaking it up like a sponge, before re-emitting it as light.
 
   It was like a supernova in the enclosed space and even with eyes closed, the light was blinding.  Worse still it didn’t immediately diminish, but individual pearls continued to emit the blinding light.  No longer confined by the bag, they started to drift apart by the process of diffusion.  For the troops who had switched back to their light amplification goggles, the light was blinding—permanently so.  Their goggles were able to handle one or two intense light sources, but couldn’t handle the hundreds of individual ones.
 
   Their screams of pain reverberated around the auditorium for a very long time to come.
 
   *****
 
   “He called me a coward, to my face, did you know that?”
 
   “Uh, no my Lord.  I didn’t,” the Captain replied with a startled expression.
 
   “Two minutes until the assault shuttles arrive.  Fighters in close escort formation,” the Tactical Officer called out faintly.  He was even further along the bridge than the Communications Officer.
 
   “Last person to even question my honour, I had him nailed to a bulkhead—by his tongue,” Granville said in shocked disbelief.
 
   “I’m sure nobody has repeated it since, my Lord,” the Captain said diplomatically.
 
   “Asked me what sort of role model I wanted to be for my grandson.  What sort of question is that? He’s a Lord, by the way.  Did you know that?”
 
   “I did, my Lord.”
 
   “I can sincerely relate to Stanton.  He might be an evil, nasty, lying, two-faced son-of-a-High-Lord, but at least the man has good instincts.”
 
   “My Lord?”
 
   “Regarding Alex, that is,” Granville clarified.  “And his intense desire to shoot him.  A desire I hasten to add, that I share, as I’ve often wished I’d done the same, when I had the opportunity.”
 
   “I see,” the Captain murmured.
 
   “No, you don’t,” Granville corrected him.  “But I’ve often thought them two sides of the same coin.  One light, the other dark.  Seems ironic doesn’t it that Alex Grey, whose men would blindly follow him into Hell, has lost everything.  While Stanton, whose closest friend would gladly stab him in the back, just to be rid of him, is High-Lord over several star-systems.”
 
   “One minute remaining, my Lord,” the Tactical Officer cried out.
 
   “Alex tried to explain it to me once,” Granville carried on, unperturbed.  “The Mandate of Heaven he called it.  The divine right, granted by the Gods, for one man to rule over all others, based on their ability to govern, fairly and well.”
 
   “Seems like the Gods picked the wrong man, this time around,” the Captain replied.  Who considered that any man who told Granville, to his face, that he was a coward, had a lot to recommend about him.  The fact the man was still alive, obviously also indicated that the Gods looked, more than a little favourably, on him.
 
   “Indeed.  How many of our Close-In Weapons Systems have been restored to operational capability?”
 
   “Less than ten percent, my Lord,” the Captain replied apologetically.  “If you recall I did bring it up during our last staff meeting, but you replied that it was a waste of your—”
 
   “Yes, yes, I do recall,” Granville replied testily.  “Then retract the docking bay and lower all blast shields.  Bring on-line the guns and target the assault shuttles.  When they’re in range, open fire.  Ignore the fighters.  They pose no risk to us, they don’t even have anything that could scratch us.”
 
   “Understood.  My Lord, should we broadcast an advance warning?”
 
   Granville sat unmoving, staring sightlessly ahead, picturing in his mind’s eye the High-Lords laughing while they sat at his table, eating his food and toasting each other with his wine to their good fortune.
 
   “No.  I think not.”
 
   *****
 
   When commissioned in the early twenty-fourth century, Elysium Fields had approaching fifteen thousand Close-In Weapon Systems.  These short range, point-defence weapon systems, were designed for targeting and destroying incoming missiles and enemy fighters which had penetrated the ship’s outer defences.  Considering its main armaments, such an event was considered highly unlikely, however, for the first of the Nova-Class Dreadnaughts to be built, the original designers took no chances.  Therefore, each CIWS was armed with a one hundred and fifty millimetre cannon, capable of firing twenty-five hundred rounds per minute.  Each iridium tipped, armour-piercing round, was capable of penetrating armour up to twenty millimetres thick, at a distance of over twenty kilometres.
 
   If a hostile target did ever breach the outer defences, there was no chance of it making it past the ship’s inner defences.
 
   With only ten percent of these weapons operational, and an even smaller percentage actually facing the approaching ships, they locked on to them with a multi-millimetre radar, which was at least two centuries out of date.  The electronic warfare systems on the approaching ships remained silent, no longer checking a part of the electromagnetic spectrum that had long since become redundant and now was replaced by quantum entanglement scanners.  However, the ancient radar was still more than up to the task of calculating range, distance and bearing and passed this data onto a fire control computer which by modern standards was an antique.  Yet, it was still with lethal accuracy that one-by-one gun barrels that hadn’t moved for more than a century came to life, pivoting around on their mountings, to point in the direction of the on-coming shuttles, now on final approach, ten kilometres distant from the Dreadnought.
 
   With no advance notice of the impending threat, and overly confident in their own numbers, superior technology and firepower, the transports didn’t stand a chance.
 
   The first few hundred rounds went aft of the shuttles, but the computer almost instantly adjusted aim, punching holes, six inches in diameter, clear through the first one.  It disintegrated into a ball of molten fire and metal.  With the mechanical killing efficiency of a machine, the fire-control computer switched targets, moving on to the next closest shuttle.
 
   Now alerted to the threat by the destruction, moments before, of the first shuttle, the pilot of the second immediately tried evasive manoeuvres, applying full thrust to the engines, banking hard away from the massive warship.  This brought them a momentarily reprieve, of at least a few seconds, before it too was torn to shreds, just like the first.
 
   The fighters, which up until this time had remained in close escort formation around the shuttles, immediately scattered to avoid the incoming fire.  Swooping and diving in all directions they helplessly tried to divert the incoming fire away from the less manoeuvrable and far more vulnerable shuttles, all in vain.  The timeworn dreadnaught steadfastly continued to ignore them, instead focusing all its fire on the approaching shuttles.
 
   In less than thirty seconds the squadron of assault shuttles had been reduced to nothing but torn and jagged fragments of metal, floating aimlessly in space.  Cold, dark and very much alone.  One-by-one the guns on the Elysium Fields fell silent again, as if in respect for the massive loss of life that they had just inflicted, with their merciless actions.  The ancient warship meanwhile continued to float on, serenely, in space.  A forbidding, apparently long abandoned, space-fortress, it seemed impossible to think that only moments before it had casually obliterated the approaching transports.  The only sign now of its prior actions, were the dozens of fighters, angrily buzzing around it like a swarm of wasps, until even these were eventually recalled, having failed at their task to escort the shuttles to the dreadnought, safely.
 
   While in the depths of space, everything seemed calm and serene, quite the opposite was currently taking place on the bridge of the Battlecruiser Valkyrie, where confusion and panic reigned.
 
   *****
 
   “Report!” Admiral Sloane bellowed to be overheard across the shouts and cries echoing across the bridge.  Everything had been running on schedule, like clockwork, just the way that he liked it, when suddenly everything started to fall apart, literally.
 
   “We’ve lost the entire assault team,” his Flight-Operations Officer reported, grim faced.  “According to the Commander, Air Group, they’re all gone.  He’s just issued a recall notice to the remaining fighters, as they don’t have any armaments to assault the enemy capital-ship.”
 
   “Enemy capital-ship?  What are you talking about?  It’s a floating hulk in space and was decommissioned over two centuries ago.”
 
   “It appears not Admiral, as the CAG is reporting that enemy fire emanated from that floating hulk in space, as you call it.”
 
   “Very well then, we’ll have to do this the old fashioned way.  Distance to target?”
 
   “One hundred and fifty kilometres, Admiral.”
 
   “Tactical?”
 
   “Outside effective range of our main guns Admiral, we could use the torpedoes, but—”
 
   “But what?”
 
   “We don’t have a clear firing solution, Admiral.  I’ve checked.  It’s absolute chaos out there.  We’re currently tracking over two hundred unique contacts, ranging from small runabouts, all the way up to massive, interstellar, freighters.  I’ve never seen so many ships in once place, outside of the Lagrange point on Capella.  Business must be absolutely booming here.”
 
   “By the High-Lords, we’ve got a shooting match going on out there, don’t they care?”
 
   “Seems not, Admiral,” the Tactical Officer shook his head in disbelief.  “I guess that the lure of profit outweighs the risk.”
 
   “We’ll see about that,” Sloane muttered.  “Once I’ve finished with this station, they’ll have to use a quantum entanglement scanner just to look for the remnants of what’s left of it.  Communications,” he called out.  “Broadcast the following to all ships in the system on the emergency guard frequency—to all ships in the vicinity of Elysium Fields, by order of High-Lord Stanton you are to immediately vacate this space.  Extended combat operations are about to commence, any ships in the area will be flagged as hostile, targeted and destroyed.  Leave.  Now.”
 
   “Civilian ships are vacating the area, Admiral.  We now have a clear firing solution for the anti-capital ship torpedoes.”
 
   “That’s all it takes to deal with these privateering scum, a show of force.  Target the enemy ship, arm torpedoes and open all outer launch tubes.”
 
   “All of them Admiral?  Each warhead is armed with a fifty kiloton warhead.  I thought you wanted to disable the enemy ship, not annihilate it?”
 
   “I’m constantly reminded by all of the formidable armour of the Nova-Class Dreadnought, let me demonstrate to you all its ineffectiveness, in the face of such overwhelming firepower.”
 
   “What of the High-Lord, Admiral?  The last message that we received indicated that he was still on board?”
 
   “He’s meant to be a God, isn’t he?” Sloane shrugged.  “I’m sure that he will survive.”  The thought of eliminating this bothersome ship and his loathsome superior, in a single volley, cheered him immensely.  While the day had started off miserably, it had the sudden prospect of ending extremely well.
 
   “Match bearings and shoot!” he roared.
 
   *****
 
   Jessica opened her eyes, staring upwards, into the long arm of a spiral galaxy.
 
   Or at least that was how it first appeared, a hundred different stars moving in tandem, in a circular motion.  It was only as her eyes slowly adjusted, having been momentarily blinded by the earlier flare of light, that she could pick out individual ‘stars’, but they were nothing of the sort.
 
   “The pearls,” she breathed in sudden understanding, as they continued to re-emit the light from Alex’s fusion pistol.  “So that’s why you insisted on being paid in Al-Keishi pearls.”
 
   “I told you they were the best natural energy converts in the galaxy,” Alex reminded her from somewhere above.
 
   “But how?” she shook her head in confusion.  “How can they just be floating up there?”
 
   “For the same reason that it feels like you’ve just lost several pounds, we’ve been slowly reducing the artificial gravity in this section, ever since you first arrived.  It’s just been so gradual that you haven’t noticed.  The effect on the pearls is simply more pronounced, as they possess less mass than you or I.”
 
   “What happens now?”
 
   “Now you leave, just like you should have earlier, having given me my payment.  Find your father and go, but take care, as the artificial gravity has now been shut-off completely.  Come to think of it, take my hand and I’ll lead you to him, the last thing that I need right now, is you floating off somewhere.”
 
   Ignoring Alex’s outstretched hand, she reached out catching a firm hold on a nearby table, which must have been anchored to the ground, as unlike her it was firmly affixed in place.  With a graceful summersault, she re-orientated herself in the direction of the room, pushing off from the table with her fingertips, stylishly floating in the direction of her father, who was frantically grasping at an exposed conduit, to keep himself in place.  Glancing back, she observed Alex staring back at her, mouth agape, like a fish out of water.
 
   “Three times zero-gravity gymnastics champion,” she said with an impish smile, as she sailed away from him.
 
   “Of course you were,” Alex sighed out loud.  “Stay close to Sanderson.  I promised your father that no harm would come to you.  Sanderson will look after you both and see that you get to safety.”
 
   “What?” she cried out, tumbling in mid-flight, as she tried to reorient herself, but helpless to change direction and go after him.  She only just had enough time to reach out to catch the same conduit that her father had wrapped himself around, like a python.
 
   “Jessica,” he said relieved.  “Thank the Gods that you’re safe.  What is going on here?  Stanton said that he would arrange everything, he personally guaranteed—who the hell are you?” he demanded.
 
   “Good to finally make your acquaintance, High-Lord Hadley,” Sanderson replied formally, doing a passable impression of a bow, while floating several feet off the ground.  However, he broke the illusion with his next question, “I don’t suppose that you’ve got a light, have you?  Turns out that my lighter doesn’t work in zero-gravity.”
 
   At the incredulous look from Jessica and her father, he sighed despondently, stuffing the cigar back into his jacket pocket, which it proceeded to float out from.
 
   “I hate zero-g,” he complained out loud, to nobody in particular.  “Anyway, we’d better get going, we’ve got a shuttle prepped and ready for launch.  Templeton, Baracoa, stop messing around and get over here.  I’ll take point, you two bring up the rear.  You ready to go?” he turned back around to face father and daughter.
 
   “Where’s Alex?” Jessica demanded.
 
   “How should I know?  What do I look like, his father?”
 
   “I mean if you three are here, who is helping Alex?  Murdoch?”
 
   “No, he’s already doing the pre-flight checks for your shuttle.  Which reminds me, one or both of you can pilot it, right?  As I don’t think Alex has enough money to bribe Murdoch to fly you all the way back to Osiris.”
 
   “You mean he’s out there, alone?” Jessica demanded incredulously.  “Stanton, I mean High-Lord Stanton, still has men out there looking for him, they’ll kill—”
 
   A high-pitched whine, followed by an abrupt scream, which was suddenly cut off, interrupted whatever she was going to say next.
 
   “I think that answers that question,” Sanderson replied succinctly.  “Time to be going, Lady Jessica, if you could give your father a hand please, I must congratulate you on your anti-gravity skills, but your father, he’s going a bit green around the gills.”
 
   “Come on dad, let go and hold onto me,” Jessica reassured her father.
 
   “I’m glad that all the money I spent on those zero-gravity gymnastics classes wasn’t wasted,” Hadley muttered, holding on tightly to his daughter’s arm.  “Now, can you explain to me what is going on?  Who are these people?”
 
   “Shush father, later,” she replied, releasing the conduit and gently pushing off in the direction that Sanderson had taken, noting Templeton and Baracoa waited a few seconds longer, before pushing off after them.
 
   The group flew onwards for several seconds, before coming to the first emergency decompression door, discovering, not surprisingly, that the door was already closed.
 
   “Give me one minute, while I open this,” Sanderson grunted, finally managing to catch hold of a handle, pulling himself in the direction of the access panel.  Tapping a few controls, he nodded his head.  “That’s released it.  Seems like all the internal pressure doors have been closed from the bridge.  It’ll slow us down a bit, but we can still make the shuttle.”
 
   Before he’d even finished, internal servo-motors began to whirl and the door centimetre-by-centimetre, inch-by-inch, started to open—to reveal half a dozen troops on the other side.  In their combat armour, with compact assault rifles, it was obvious that they worked for Stanton.  Even though terribly disorientated, facing in different directions, many spinning uncontrollably, they all immediately raised their rifles and opened fire…
 
   *****
 
   “Missile launch detected!”
 
   The Weapons Officer screamed out from the front of the bridge, even two hundred metres distant, the fear in his voice easily carried the warning the length of the bridge.  “The Valkyrie has launched six torpedoes, all running straight and true, estimated impact time, three minutes.”
 
   “I think I might have upset Admiral Sloane,” Granville complained.  “As he doesn’t appear to have taken the loss of those shuttles very well.  These torpedoes, I take it that they do considerable damage?”
 
   “They each possess a fifty kiloton warhead, my Lord.”  At the confused expression on Lord Granville’s face, the Captain sighed.  “Yes, considerable damage, my Lord.  Normally I would recommend that we commence evasive manoeuvres, however—”
 
   “Yes, yes,” Granville said crossly.  “There is no need to continually labour the point.  I’m aware that we have no engines.  Do you have any idea how much those things cost?  They wanted like half a billion, each, to retrofit a pair of Fusion engines.  Look at me.  Do I look like a man who has a billion credits, burning a hole in my pocket?”
 
   “You’re often boasting about your personal net worth,” the Captain hedged.  “Well, never mind, in that case I would recommend that we instead target them with the guns.”
 
   “Are you mad!” Granville exploded from the captain’s chair to his feet.  “Do you have any idea how much even one of those things is worth on the black market?  More than I pay you each quarter, that I can promise.”
 
   “I can well believe it,” the Captain grumbled.
 
   “Order the ships, Phaeton, High Flyer, Spider and Curricle to intercept those torpedoes and retrieve them for me.  Whichever ship successfully retrieves a torpedo; I’ll give the crew a bonus of twenty thousand.”
 
   “Uh, is that twenty thousand, per torpedo, my Lord?”
 
   “Don’t be daft man, what do you think I am, made of money?  Remind the Captains that if they fail in their mission, best to do so spectacularly.  As it would be most unwise for them to survive the failed attempt.”
 
   *****
 
   “I can see you Stanton,” the disembodied voice echoed from the darkness.  “What did you expect when you threw me into the deepest, darkest hole you could find.  You should have killed me when you had the chance.”
 
   The fusion beam snapped into existence, echoing the sound of the voice, unerringly finding its target—the chest of one of the few bodyguards that still surrounded the High-Lord.  The man dropped to the floor, a smoking charred hole, all which remained of his chest.
 
   The remaining guards immediately opened fire, with weapons on full automatic.  The corridor was briefly illuminated by the muzzle flashes of their weapons.  When all ran dry, one of the guards pulled a pin from a grenade, tossing it back down the corridor in the direction of the voice.  The entire corridor lit up like a roman candle and even from a distance of twenty or thirty feet away, they could feel the heat of the blast.
 
   A few seconds later, another beam snapped out from the dark, this time from a perpendicular direction, like the half-dozen before it, this also squarely struck a guard who fell wordlessly to the floor.  Dead.
 
   “Fall back,” the Major screamed, pushing High-Lord Stanton ahead of him.  “Covering fire!”
 
   “Have I told you about a conversation that I had while in captivity.  I think you might be interested, as you were the sole topic of discussion.  It was when I traded my soul with the devil.  It was a very simple bargain really, my soul in exchange for sending you back to hell where you were spawned from.  I thought it a fair deal.”
 
   Another beam pierced the night, and yet another guard collapsed to the floor.
 
   “You seem to be rapidly running out of men,” the discorporate voice called out, mockingly.
 
   *****
 
   Concealed behind the vast superstructure of the dreadnought, the ships lit up like miniature stars, as one by one, they powered up their fusion engines.  The four ships, in close formation, were the oddest, most bizarre group ever seen.  All looked like they’d been drafted by some eccentric ship designer, while drunk.  They sprouted sensors, antenna and various other utility attachments in every direction imaginable.
 
   In short they looked like a prickle of hedgehogs, on a bad hair day.
 
   It wasn’t their physical characteristics, that most drew the eye however, but what they towed behind—a net.  It was vast.  Over twenty-seven kilometres in length, the individual constituent strands, each only a few nanometres thick, were a million times thinner than a strand of human hair.  It was made of graphene ribbons, perfect two-dimensional sheets of carbon, which had a tensile strength greater than one hundred thousand kilonewtons.  As the ships continued to accelerate, they moved laterally apart, casting their net even wider.
 
   Rounding the Dreadnought, the ships’ targets came into view for the first time, the incoming torpedoes.  They were clearly visible, a tight cluster of stars, their own rocket motors burning brightly, as they continued to accelerate onwards.  With a combined interception speed of over five thousand kilometres per hour, the graphene net would have shredded the torpedoes and the resulting megaton explosion would have been visible from the nearest star-system.  It was for this very reason that while still fifty kilometres distant, the four ships flipped about on their axis, pointing the way that they had just come.  Their engines at full thrust, they desperately tried to bleed off their speed, as they started to brake.  When the two groups, ships and torpedoes, finally intercepted each other several seconds later, the ships had bled off almost all their unwanted velocity and the interception speed was measured in hundreds, not thousands, of kilometres per hour.
 
   The net slipped easily around the first five, but it was just slightly off-centre enough that it scraped along the side of the sixth.  A tremor travelled along the length of the torpedo and its course wavered for a moment, before internal guidance systems corrected the trajectory and it continued onwards—heading directly for Elysium Fields.
 
   One of the strange, claw like, appendages of the nearest ship, rotated round until it was pointing in the direction of the rapidly vanishing torpedo and, with a brief squirt of compressed gas, shot from its housing, trailing a long, thin, filament of carbon nanotubes behind it.  The grappler caught the torpedo two-thirds of the way along its length and immediately on contact the claw started to retract, biting into the thin surface of the weapon casing.  But as soon as the trailing cable went taut, with the tremendous forces acting in opposite directions, the claw started to slice along the outer-casing, in the direction of the rocket engines and its volatile fuel tanks—
 
   Only for moments later to be hit by a second, third and fourth grappler from the remaining ships.  Caught at perpendicular angles, this helped to stabilise the external force on the outer casing and slowly, but surely, the torpedo began to veer off track.  The four ships, with cargo in tow, altered course, now heading in a parallel direction to the Dreadnought and enemy fleet, carrying away their precious, and extremely valuable, bounty.
 
   *****
 
   “What the hell just happened?  Somebody, please, tell me that I just imagined that,” screamed a red-faced Admiral Sloane, in the middle of a full blown temper tantrum.  “He just stole my torpedoes! That, that, thief.”
 
   “I believe that a more accurate term is pirate, Admiral,” the Operations Officer quipped, before snapping his jaw tightly shut, when Admiral Sloane turned the full force of his glare on him.
 
   “Well, I don’t care what the correct label is, Granville can’t have ‘em.  They’re mine.  Activate their self-destruct.”
 
   “Negative, Admiral,” the Tactical Officer shook his head.  “The weapons aren’t responding to the destruct codes, something seems to be jamming our signal.”
 
   “The Dreadnought?” Sloane asked, shocked.  “That ship is over two hundred years old, no way does it possess the transmitters to block our communications, not from this distance away.”
 
   “Correct Admiral, we’ve confirmed that the jamming signal isn’t originating from Elysium Fields.”
 
   “Then, by the High-Lords, where’s it coming from?” Sloane demanded.
 
   “Everywhere,” the Operations Officer responded.  “It’s coming from all around us.”
 
   *****
 
   To describe the massive freighter as run-down, dilapidated and neglected, was to compliment all other decrepit hulks still in service.  It was a miracle that it still flew at all.  This was plainly clear from the large gaps in its hull, where poorly welded plating had simply, fallen off.  With its large fusion engines at the stern, the rest of the ship was given over to bulk cargo containers, several thousand at full capacity.  Such ships were the back-bone of the merchant fleet and carried everything from computers to duct tape.  Everything that an advanced, space-faring, civilization needed.  Obeying the laws of physics, such mass came at the cost of acceleration, which was roughly comparable to that of a similar sized moon.
 
   Therefore, it was perfectly reasonable that it continued, unimpeded, to approach the side of the destroyer Intrepid.  The captain of the freighter, a grizzled veteran, that had been trawling the space-lanes long before most of the crew of the Intrepid had even been born, yawned in the face of their strenuous objections.  The Intrepid was more than welcome to lend a hand, by giving them a tow, but nothing short of that was going to be able to move them away any quicker than they were already accelerating.
 
   Only a few hundred metres apart, the Intrepid was completely taken by surprise to discover that the contents of the freighter were not several thousand bulk shipping containers, but instead several dozen, short-range, high-explosive, multiple launch rocket systems.  They also discovered that the gaping holes in the hull were perfectly concealed launch tubes and, therefore, the first that the Intrepid knew of the potential danger, was when the freighter opened fire—at point blank range.
 
   Over a hundred missiles, simultaneously ignited, left tongues of fire in their wake as they thundered from their launch racks, traversing the short distance to their target in seconds.  The missiles detonated on impact, the full force of the blasts tearing apart armour plating, weapons blisters and hull.  As soon as the first missiles left the launch rack, the automatic re-loader rotated the magazine, bringing the next missile in-line with the launch tube, before this too leapt from the launcher.  This cycle repeated several times, until all the magazines were empty.  The entire process took nothing more than a dozen seconds, in which time the freighter had launched almost five hundred missiles, into the side of the destroyer.
 
   A broadside of unimaginable destructive power.
 
   As the two ships drifted apart, the damage became immediately apparent, as the entire starboard side of the Intrepid was torn to shreds.  Fires were clearly observable running the length of the ship, where missiles had penetrated the armour, breaching the side of the ship and igniting the atmosphere contained within.  Several subsequent explosions could be seen, as fires raged unimpeded, finally reaching the ammunition magazines stored near the centre of the ship. These were clearly visible hundreds of kilometres distant, appearing like flares arching through the inky blackness of space.
 
   But worse was still yet to come, as dozens of other ships that had been floating, aimlessly, in the vicinity, suddenly powered up their engines, changing course to intercept the now crippled warship.  One-by-one concealed gun ports opened on these ships, as weapon batteries were deployed, opening fire as soon as the ships were in range.  The destroyer seemed to physically recoil from the incoming weapons fire as it broke formation with the rest of the fleet, trying to put as much physical distance between itself and its pursuers as possible.  The attackers mercilessly gave chase, continuing to pour gunfire into the stern of the retreating warship.
 
   Still this was no isolated incident, as simultaneously the rest of the fleet came under fire from the surrounding ships.  All were taken by complete surprise, having no advanced warning, and many ships were crippled before they even had a chance to return fire.  The surrounding space came alive with gunfire, lasers and missiles, becoming a swirling maelstrom of death and destruction—with the Battlecruiser Valkyrie at the very heart of the storm.
 
   *****
 
   “By the High-Lords,” Admiral Sloane cried in horror, seeing devastation everywhere he looked. Crippled ships were all that remained of his fleet.
 
   “Admiral,” the Operations Officer shouted.  “We’ve lost the Intrepid, Dauntless and Spirit, all remaining ships are reporting massive damage.  It was a trap.  We were so focused on taking Elysium Fields, that we didn’t give a second thought to the other ships.  Admiral, we must retreat!”
 
   “No,” Sloane bellowed, turned his back on the carnage taking place outside.  “I won’t allow some fool to make a mockery of me and this fleet.  What is the status of the Valkyrie?”
 
   “Only superficial damage, Admiral.  The rest of the fleet was in close escort formation around us, hence none of the enemy ships could approach, but what can we do?  We can’t fight all of them.”
 
   “The rest of these ships are not my concern, our primary objective is Elysium Fields.  Helm, full power to engines.  Tactical, bring our main guns on-line, clear us a path to that station, I plan on finishing what we started.”
 
   Slowly, but with gathering speed, the Valkyrie started to pull away from the rest of the fleet.  The surrounding pirate ships, taken by surprise at the movement tried to intercept.  However, most couldn’t match the powerful engines and rapid acceleration of the battlecruiser.  They were the fortunate ones, as the smaller, more agile ships that could match its acceleration and moved to intercept, soon came within range of its powerful guns.
 
   Armed with thirty inch, fifty calibre guns, they could fire a two thousand kilogram armour piercing, or high explosive shell, accurate to one hundred metres.
 
   For the smaller, more lightly armoured ships that were able to keep pace with the battlecruiser, their effects were devastating, with several smaller frigates disintegrating under the withering fire from the main guns.  A large, lumbering freighter, blocking the path of the rapidly approaching warship, took several rounds of incoming fire.  These penetrated the side of the ship, passing clear through its superstructure before exiting the other side.  The freighter managed to survive these, only for the guns on the Valkyrie to switch to high-explosive rounds.  The next barrage cut the freighter to pieces, the debris that remained was left in the wake of the fusion engines from the battlecruiser.
 
   The few remaining ships, recognising the futility of stopping the battlecruiser and not being paid enough to commit suicide by getting in range of its guns, fell back from the pursuit, turning their weapons on the few ships remaining of the Fifth Fleet.
 
   Meanwhile the Battlecruiser Valkyrie, now unimpeded, continued to accelerate in the direction of Elysium Fields, which minute by minute, drew closer, and into the range of the battlecruiser’s guns.
 
   *****
 
   Bullets flew everywhere.  Literally.
 
   For the soldiers had forgotten Newton’s third law of motion: for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction.  Hence, when they opened fire, for every pound of force exerted by the expanding gas, which forced the rounds out of their weapons, an equal, and opposite force, was being exerted on them.  The result was instant, and spectacular, as they were propelled around the corridor like miniature rockets.  While the first few rounds went in approximately the right direction, the rest sprayed everywhere.  Several of the troops suffered self-inflicted gunshot wounds, although fortunately, none were fatal.
 
   “I’ve never seen such a bunch of useless amateurs,” Sanderson sighed, shaking his head in disbelief, as he watched, wide-eyed, at the unfolding scene of carnage.  There was nothing that he needed do, as he was already forgotten, as instead the troops tried, haplessly, to control their flight.  This was mostly achieved by impacting, at terrifyingly high speed, into various doors, floors, ceilings and bulkheads.
 
   Sanderson winced at every collision.
 
   When things finally settled down, and the corridor, once packed with heavily armed troops, but now consisting of an assorted collection of bruised, bleeding, or concussed bodies, he pushed off, sailing serenely through the group and, catching hold of a door handle, pulled himself to a stop in front of one of the few remaining conscious and relatively uninjured soldiers, who promptly raised his rifle.
 
   “I wouldn’t, if I were you,” Sanderson said casually.  “The last time you tried that, you ended up in far worse condition than I.”
 
   Glancing left, then right, the soldier observed the broken and bloodied bodies all around him and carefully removed his finger from the trigger.
 
   “Good choice,” Sanderson nodded approvingly, withdrawing yet another cigar from his pocket.  “Perchance, you don’t happen to have a light, do you?”  At the wide-eyed look from the man, Sanderson sighed, reluctantly stuffing the cigar back into a pocket of his armour, that seemed suspiciously well placed, as if for just such a purpose.  “Next question, how many men do you have stationed between here and the docking bay?”
 
   “I’m not at liberty to say.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Sanderson nodded understandingly.  “Well, I’ll just step aside then and let Lady Hadley continue with the questioning.  If you decide to change your mind, just holler and I’ll come and try my best to re-attach your various appendages.  You do already have kids, right?  As I’m fairly sure that fatherhood is going to be completely out of the question from here on.”
 
   The soldier gave him a wide-eyed expression, before leaning slightly to the side, to give him an unimpeded view of Jessica.
 
   “She’s highborn and, accordingly to Colonel Grey, a completely ruthless, bloodthirsty, savage.  Come on man, work with me here.  This is Colonel Grey we are talking about, you know the killer of Capella?  According to him, she ripped the head off the last man that crossed her and all he did was proposition her!”
 
   “Fine, fine, just keep her away from me.  We’re the rear-guard and except for the pilots there’s nobody else between us and the shuttles.  We thought we would be able to take you by surprise, and had been expecting reinforcements, although only the High-Lords know where they’ve gotten to.”
 
   “Don’t feel too bad,” Sanderson commiserated, bashing the man over the back of the head with the butt of his pistol.  “You’re just the latest in a long line that’s underestimated the Colonel.  I doubt you’ll be the last, as I expect Stanton is finding out right this very minute, much to his dismay.  Moving on,” he called out loudly to the rest of the group, motioning them forward with his hand.
 
   “What did you say to him?” Jessica asked as she passed the body of the man.  Watching him float away, adding him to the ranks of unconscious bodies already drifting in the eddies created by the station’s oxygen regeneration systems.  “He looked completely petrified.”
 
   “I was just waxing, lyrically, about your many, fine, attributes,” Sanderson shrugged.  “The Colonel listed them to me, in excruciating detail.  I think he’s totally smitten with you.”
 
   *****
 
   Major Hargreaves was still several feet away, crawling on his hands and knees, to recover his pistol, when the boot came down, hard, on the back of his hand.  Crying out in pain, he instinctively snatched his hand back from underneath it.  Considering that his only remaining hand was not up to the task of taking his full weight, as it had already been cauterised from a fusion beam, it wasn’t surprising that he collapsed, landing face-first into the floor.
 
   “Ouch.  Hargreaves, why am I not surprised to find you here.  A boot-licking toady like yourself, I would have thought lying prostrate on the ground would be your default posture.”
 
   “Major Hargreaves,” the Major uttered between clenched teeth.
 
   “Congratulations on your promotion.  If I had known, I would’ve sent flowers.”
 
   “You always were a smug bastard, Colonel.  Now just get on with it, spare me the gloating and shoot me.”
 
   “Certainly tempting,” Alex retorted.  “But first if you could point me in the direction of Stanton?  I seem to have misplaced him.”
 
   “Go to hell,” the Major cursed.
 
   “Already been there, done it, got the scars to show for it,” Alex shrugged, purposefully grinding the heel of his boot against Hargreaves fingers, until the man couldn’t remain silent any longer, screaming out loud in pain.  “Now where is Stanton?”
 
   However, before the Major could reply, a dark shape came whirling out of the darkness, striking Alex across the shoulder blades with a metal bar.  The bar struck Alex where the bullet fragments had earlier penetrated his armour, and this time it was his turn to scream in pain.  The spasm that wracked his body caused the fusion pistol to fly from his grasp and it went spinning across the floor, only to be consumed by the darkness.  Falling to his knees, the blackness reached out for him and he had to take several deep, shuddering breaths, to push it back again.  Glancing up, he observed the distinctly recognisable shape of High-Lord Stanton step out of the shadows, into the light.
 
   “Never mind,” Alex muttered.  “I’ve just found him.”
 
   *****
 
   “Turn the ship around!”
 
   The frantic cry echoed throughout the bridge, but this time it didn’t originate from one of the officers, but Lord Granville, himself.
 
   “What?” the Captain replied, shocked by the outburst.  “The ship doesn’t have any engines, we cannot turn and run.”
 
   “What are you talking about, man? If you still want to get paid, pay more attention.”
 
   “It would be nice to have been paid,” the Captain muttered to himself, before continuing on more loudly.  “I’m sorry my Lord, but I don’t understand.”
 
   “Alex, he kept going on about this ship, I could never get him to shut up about it.  One thing I distinctly remember him constantly saying was that the armour was strongest at the front.  Something about the sloped gun decks being designed to deflect any incoming projectiles, because of its angle, deflection and armour penetration.  To be frank I rarely understood what the boy was babbling on about, but what I do know is we need to point the front of the ship in their direction.”
 
   “You mean the bow of the ship, my Lord,” the Captain corrected him.
 
   “No, I mean the front of the ship.  Now stop debating semantics with me and get this ship moving.”
 
   “We’ve still got a small problem; we’ve got no engines.”
 
   “Seriously, what do I pay you for?”
 
   “I don’t know my Lord; you’ve never paid me yet.”
 
   “Good, then I’ll just deduct it from any future pay.  Now, listen carefully, as I’m only going to say this once, on the account that if I have to repeat myself we’re likely to be already dead.  Use the ship’s reaction control systems.  We repaired a small number of the thrusters to help control the orientation of the ship.  Just you try landing on a ship this size which is pitching, yawing and rolling.  Now fire all the left side thrusters, they should give us just enough power to bring us around.”
 
   “Understood my Lord, but this is only going to buy us a little more time.  We cannot match the speed or rate of turn of that battlecruiser.  The Valkyrie will simply out manoeuvre us.”
 
   “One problem at a time.”
 
   “Lord Granville, Captain, the Valkyrie has commenced firing!”
 
   Still almost one hundred kilometres distant, the Valkyrie opened fire, at the very outermost reaches of its weapons range.  Situated in deep space, with no celestial bodies nearby, there was no gravity to act on the almost two and a half thousand kilogram shells, hence, the range of the guns was practically unlimited.  The only restriction was the high velocity of the battlecruiser, as the ship’s gunners had to compensate, effectively aiming for where the target will be, rather than where it was currently.  At such high velocities even an error of only a fraction of a degree in the firing solution could result in a miss by kilometres.
 
   It was therefore little surprise, that the first barrage missed entirely, passing by several hundred metres to the starboard, but the next salvo was far more accurate, as the fire-control computer on the battlecruiser compensated.  The shells passed only meters away, where the bow of the ship had been seconds before, as the port thrusters had slowly and ponderously swung the bow round to point towards the on-coming battlecruiser.
 
   “Activate all the weapon systems,” the Captain cried along the length of the bridge to the Tactical Officer.  “Pass complete fire control over to the ship.  Target those incoming shells!”
 
   The conflict took place in the depths of space, between the two mighty warships, with the massive guns from the battlecruiser being intercepted by the high-speed, point defence weapons, from the dreadnought.  With almost one hundred cannons, each capable of firing twenty-five hundred rounds per minute, the Dreadnought literally put up a solid wall of iridium tipped rounds.  The collisions, when they happened, were spectacular and easily visible from the bridge of both warships, because their combined velocity approached the speed of light and instantly converted the dense mass of the rounds into kinetic energy.  They were like miniature supernovas, as the light being the visible radiation from the massive amounts of energy, released by the collisions.
 
   However, as the battlecruiser continued to approach at high velocity, the intercept time became less and less, and the fire control computer on the Elysium Fields struggled to keep up, matching range, distance and bearing.
 
   First one shell managed to breach the inner defences of the warship, followed closely by a second.  The first missed, with the smaller target silhouette offered by the dreadnought, with its bow now faced directly into the storm of incoming fire, but the second shell didn’t.  Striking squarely on the first thirty-two inch gun turret, at the very bow of the ship.  The force of the explosion tore the entire rotating turret from the superstructure, exposing the projectile breech loader and the magazines beneath.  It was fortunate that the magazines had been emptied during decommissioning, as the resulting explosion from their detonation would have torn the ship in two.  Instead the gun turret, sent flying by the explosion, bounced back down the length of the foredeck, in the direction of the ship’s bridge…
 
   “By all the High-Lords,” Granville cried in terror, staring, mesmerised by the sight of the almost five hundred tonnes, seventy-five metre gun turret bearing down upon them, before diving behind the captain’s chair—for protection.
 
   “Close the blast shields,” the Captain screamed.
 
   With only seconds to spare, a giant armoured cupola ascended, unfolding like a petal to enclose the bridge, wrapping it in half a metre thick, armoured plating.  Even with such thick shielding, the noise of the collision was deafening, the sound waves being conducted through the very hull of the ship, resonating inside like a silver bell.  The force of the collision followed close behind, with everyone being thrown from their seats and sent sprawling on the deck.  All the lights flickered and died, and were replaced moments later by red light, from the emergency lighting.
 
   “Damage report?” the Captain cried.
 
   “We’ve lost a gun turret,” the Tactical Officer shouted back.
 
   “How about telling me something that I don’t already know,” the Captain muttered.  “What’s the status of the fire control computer and weapon systems?”
 
   “Still on-line and active Captain, but—”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “We’re firing all of the point defence guns simultaneously, each turret has already expended all their internal magazines and as a result they’re all currently drawing ammunition from our central magazine.  If the magazine was at full capacity it wouldn’t be a problem and we could keep up this rate of fire all day, however—”
 
   “Just give me the bad news, how little ammunition do we have left?” the Captain asked, already fearing that he knew the answer.
 
   “We’re at less than five percent of reserve capacity Captain, at this rate of fire we’ve only got a few minutes left before all the guns run dry.”
 
   “Don’t even think of saying it, Captain,” the muffled voice called out, still hidden behind the Captain’s chair.
 
   *****
 
   Alex ducked to avoid the metal bar a second time.  Even then he could feel the disturbance of the surrounding air, caused by its passage, brush past his cheek, as he only just narrowly avoided it.  Taking a step backwards, to give him some room, he waited until Stanton had recovered from the wild swing, reversing the direction of the bar, to once again aim it at his head.  But this time he was ready for him.  Using his forearm to block the blow, he deflected it away from his head.
 
   Obviously frustrated by his inability to land a crippling blow, Stanton bellowed in rage, a blood vessel throbbing dangerously on his forehead, as he reared back, lifting the bar high into the air, before bringing it down, with the full force of his weight behind the blow.
 
   Widening his stance, to better brace himself, Alex crossed his wrists, catching the metal bar at the base, slowing its descent, until it hovered between the two of them.  A bead of sweat ran down Alex’s forehead as he found himself pitched directly against Stanton in a battle of strength.
 
   “Now die,” Stanton hissed, pressing home his advantage, as slowly but surely the metal bar inched forward, until it was suspended between Alex’s eyes, only a finger’s width from his forehead.
 
   “You first,” Alex muttered between clenched teeth, as he quickly realised that in a contest of strength he was going to lose, badly.  Therefore, he took the only option available to him, and instead of pushing against Stanton, reversed direction and pulled him closer—
 
   Stanton suddenly found himself off-balance, plunging headlong directly into Alex, who was no longer there.  Having used his wide stance to pivot, he turned his shoulder into the collision and ducked down, using the High-Lord’s own strength against him.  Stanton flew through the air, soaring over Alex’s shoulder, landing in an undignified sprawl on the floor a few feet behind him.
 
   “My turn,” Alex spat, reaching down to his side and picked up the metal bar that Stanton had dropped.  Hefting it in his grasp and getting a feel for the weight of the weapon, he brought it down, with frightening force, directly towards Stanton’s head.  But once again the High-Lord’s enhanced strength saved him, as he blocked the blow with his forearm.  A collision that would have shattered any other man’s arm, but all Stanton did was grunt in pain.  Lashing out with a foot, Stanton struck Alex around the knee and, with a cry of pain, Alex’s knee gave out from under him.  With his leg not being able to support his weight, Alex went crashing to the floor, beside Stanton.
 
   The two antagonists didn’t even bother to try to get to their feet, instead exchanging a flurry of blows and kicks, but neither opponent was able to get a sizable advantage over the other due to their relative positions.  It was Stanton that recognised this first and used his position, next to the corridor, to his advantage—he blocked a kick to his head and, using his superior strength to push Alex away, levered himself against the wall to help get him to his feet.
 
   Alex suddenly found himself at a disadvantage, with Stanton looming above him.  Rolling to the side, he narrowly avoided a boot which, had it hit his head, would have decapitated him.  The manoeuvre brought him a momentary reprieve, as Stanton found himself once again off-balance and Alex took advantage of the lull to stagger to his feet.  He was nursing his shoulder, which was now bleeding profusely. Stanton had quickly identified the injury and focused his merciless attacks there.
 
   Stanton was by far the strongest opponent that Alex had ever faced.  His strength and endurance was incredible.  An injury that would have felled any other normal opponent, barely slowed him down.  Alex was momentarily transported back in time, to a similar dark passage, where he faced Stanton the last time.  He’d won that round, just, having had surprise on his side and the advantage of almost twenty years combat experience.
 
   It was obvious that Stanton had improved since then.
 
   Alex narrowly avoided a punch to the face, ducking under the blow, to deliver a blistering repose to the man’s chest, which had absolutely no affect.  Meanwhile, he only just parried a follow up blow to his face, with Stanton’s fist glancing off his cheek and only just missing Alex’s eye.  But Alex was far from yielding, as he replied with a massive roundhouse, which as expected, Stanton easily blocked.  However, he was distracted just long enough to fail to notice Alex’s forehead descending towards his face.  The crack and splatter of blood, clearly indicated that the impact had its desired effect—breaking Stanton’s nose, for a second time.
 
   “Five years!” Alex roared, taking a step forward, as Stanton simultaneously took a step back.  “That was how long I was down there; in that hole where you threw me.  Well, it was time well spent, as every waking hour I imagined this encounter.  I planned every possible action, and your reaction—”
 
   As if to demonstrate the point, Alex easily blocked a wild swing by Stanton, countering with a fist that caught him just under the jaw, snapping his head back and rendered him momentarily senseless.
 
   “—There isn’t anything that you can do, that I haven’t already considered and counteracted.”
 
   With a roar of pain and fury, Stanton charged at Alex like a raging bull.  The strength and speed of the movement caught Alex off guard and he was helpless in the face of such ferocity, no more able to stop him than he could an out-of-control express train.  The force of the impact sent Alex sprawling backwards and, carried by the momentum of the collision, the two went crashing into the wall, the breath rushing from Alex’s lungs by the force of the impact, as he gasped for air.
 
   He didn’t have a chance to do this, as Stanton caught him round the throat with both hands, blocking his airways, and repeatedly slammed the back of Alex’s head against the bulkhead until all he could see were stars.
 
   “You are nothing,” Stanton snarled, the blood dripping from his broken nose was smeared over his face and he looked like some sort of demon from another realm.  “I’m a God and you are an insect that crawls along the ground.  It almost isn’t worth my effort to crush you beneath the heel of my foot, yet in this instance I’ll make an exception, as I will take great pleasure in doing so.  Listening to your puny bones crack, one-by-one, while watching as I pulverise your head, while you choke to death.  It’ll be all the more interesting to see which you succumb to first.”
 
   *****
 
   Sanderson pounded on the sealed bulkhead, but with no result.
 
   “Damn,” he cursed and kicked the door for effect, but it made no difference.  “It’s shut tight and it appears that the last impact cut all power to this section.  Only the High-Lords know what’s going on out there, but it sounds like one hell of a battle.”
 
   “What do we do now?” Jessica asked.  “Is there another way to the shuttles?”
 
   “Perhaps,” Sanderson muttered, rubbing his jaw.  “But we’ll have to backtrack almost all the way that we’ve come and try to find another way through.  If I had some explosives I might consider blowing the door, but it’s too dangerous.  We’re up against the outer hull of the ship and all it needs is a tiny breach and we’d all suffocate to death.”
 
   “Perhaps I could suggest an alternative solution?” High-Lord Hadley spoke up.  The small group all turned to face him in surprise, as up until then he hadn’t spoken a single word, seemingly in shock at the sudden turn of events.
 
   “I don’t suppose you could prise this door open?” Sanderson asked hopefully.
 
   “Sadly not,” Hadley shook his head.  “I think rumours of our enhanced strength have become more than slightly exaggerated over the years.”
 
   “Shame,” Sanderson said, giving the door another hefty kick, in the hope that it might suddenly decide to open, but it didn’t.
 
   “However, I did bring something along with me that might be of some help.”  With a flourish he reached into his suit pocket and withdrew a fusion pistol.
 
   “That’ll do,” Sanderson commented impassively, reaching for a cigar, only to stop and sigh, despondently, when he remembered he still didn’t have a lighter.
 
   “You found it,” Jessica exclaimed with a squeal of delight, catching her father in a tight hug, kissing him soundly on the cheek.  “Whatever made you think to bring it with you?”
 
   “A long time ago, when it still belonged to your brother, he accidently left it behind during an overly long inspection of the outermost reaches of our domain.  He was critically ill by the time he returned, but recovered quickly when he was reunited with it.  Ever since then he never went anywhere without it, hence I thought it would be prudent to bring it along, although I’m not sure what you could do with it, beyond shooting holes—”
 
   Lord Hadley hadn’t even finished the sentence before Jessica turned the weapon on the door.  A tight, intensely focused beam was immediately emitted from the pistol.  Four quick slashes later, and the massive hydraulic rams that opened and closed the door were severed.  She made equally short work of the huge hinges and, with a terrifying crash, the door fell inwards.
 
   The portal, now agape, beckoned them onwards.
 
   “That’ll do,” Sanderson deadpanned, holding out his cigar hopefully, only to sigh deeply when he realised that Jessica had already lowered her fusion pistol.  “Templeton, Baracoa, take point, make sure the shuttles are secure and the pilots restrained.  We don’t need them anyway.  Murdoch will fly the shuttle.  We’ll be close behind, bringing up the rear.  Signal us when the ships are secure.”
 
   With a nod of understanding, Templeton and Baracoa ducked through the door and with weapons raised, disappeared into the gloom.
 
   Lord Hadley and Sanderson took a step forward, only to come to an abrupt halt when they realised that Jessica wasn’t with them.
 
   “Will, can you please escort my father to the shuttle and make sure that he arrives safely?” she asked, as the pair turned to face her with a puzzled expression.
 
   With a startled glance in her direction, then catching sight of the expression on Lord Hadley’s face, Sanderson motioned to the side. “I’ll just stand over there, while you two discuss this change of plan,” he said, hurrying away.
 
   “What foolishness is this?” Hadley snapped.  “I’ll be the first to admit that I don’t know what’s going on here, but what I do know is that I’ve been lied to, repeatedly, by practically everybody.  Right now the only person that I trust is that chain smoker over there,” he said, pointing in the direction of Sanderson, who waved back, nervously.
 
   “I cannot abandon him here, alone,” she refuted.  “Nobody else is going to help him.”
 
   “I think that’s his problem, not yours.  He obviously brought this calamity upon himself.”
 
   “He risked everything to save my life.”
 
   “And has been more than adequately compensated for it.”
 
   “That doesn’t change the fact that I still owe him.  I cannot just leave him here, not if I can do something, anything, to help.”
 
   “Personally I blame your mother, as surely these genes must have come from her side of the family.  Then go, do what you need to do, but know this.  I’m not leaving here without you.  I’ll wait for you at the shuttles, but don’t take too long or I’ll come looking for you.  I worried about you, you know?  It was such a whirlwind courtship, but I’m glad to see that you’ve finally seen sense and realise that you’ll make a good match.”
 
   Jessica’s eyes opened wide with surprise, but after a short hesitation she nodded her agreement and, giving her father a brief kiss on the cheek and a promise to return shortly, turned back the way that they’d come.  Glad that for all her father’s unique abilities, mindreading wasn’t one of them.  As he would have been shocked to learn that she hadn’t spared a moment’s thought for the fate of High-Lord Stanton.
 
   *****
 
   Alex’s response was to drive his knee into Stanton’s chest, once, twice, and by the third blow he could feel Stanton’s grip weakening and using his free hand, made a fist, hammering it repeatedly into the man’s face.
 
   Now it was Stanton’s turn to howl in pain and finally released his hold around Alex’s throat, as he fought for breath.  Meanwhile, Alex’s repeated blows to his face had caused the blood from Stanton’s nose to splatter into his eyes, blinding him.  Alex took advantage of his opponent’s momentarily blindness, by taking a step forward, catching him by the hair, tilting his head back and repeatedly rammed his fist into Stanton’s face.  When the man was completely stupefied, Alex switched to his chest, raining down blow after blow, causing Stanton to moan in pain and double up.  A kick to the ribs sent him crashing to the floor, yet Alex didn’t follow up on this.  Instead, he stepped back into the darkness and reached down to pick up his fusion pistol that had gone spinning from his grasp by Stanton’s surprise assault.  Picking the weapon up, he strode back towards Stanton who was still lying, face down, on the floor.  He once again grasped the man by the hair and pulled him to his knees.  Stepping behind him, Alex raised his pistol until it was pointed at the back of Stanton’s head.
 
   “Now I finish what I started all those years ago.  It’s time to send you back to hell, where you were spawned.”
 
   The fusion pistol began to glow an ominous white, as it began to build up a massive charge.  Alex didn’t plan to leave anything to chance, not this time.  Once he was finished, not a single strand of DNA would remain of High-Lord Stanton.
 
   “Alex, stop!”
 
   The voice rang out, clear and loud, across the room and Alex could only curse the name of the first High-Lord that came to mind.  He didn’t need to guess at the owner of the voice, nor her impeccable timing, as instead he could clearly hear the devil himself, laughing across space and time.
 
   “I spent five years of incarceration reliving this very moment and a further five years planning, in excruciating detail, for every eventuality.  But in the end it was all for nothing, as the moment I first laid eyes on you and learned you two were betrothed, that it was all for nothing.  I knew in that very instant that it was never about Stanton and I, our history, or mutual loathing.  It was always going to come down to this—you and I.”
 
   “Don’t do it Alex, I don’t care what others say, you’re no murderer.  You’re not going to kill this man, not in cold blood.”
 
   “Sadly on that point I must diverge,” Alex said resignedly, shaking his head.  Turning back to Stanton raising his pistol once again, preparing to shoot.
 
   “Then you leave me with no other option,” Jessica said determinedly, raising her own pistol, pointing it at Alex’s back.  “Drop the weapon, or I’ll shoot.”
 
   “Shoot him!  Do it now, before it’s too late,” the exalted cry originated from High-Lord Stanton, still on his knees, with his back to them.  “Kill him, or your family will be ruined forever.”
 
   “Shut up!” the response was swift, and simultaneous, echoing from both Alex and Jessica.
 
   “Please, Alex,” Jessica pleaded.  “Don’t do this.  There must be another way.”
 
   “There’s no other way,” Alex replied, so softly that Jessica had to stretch to hear him.  “This is the only thing that will satisfy my conscience, the only way that I’ll ever be able to close my eyes and not fear where I might be when I open them.  There is a price that needs to be paid for all the suffering that he has caused, a price that can only be paid in blood.”
 
   “Please,” Jessica whispered, focusing her thoughts on her pistol, which like Alex’s began to glow ethereally.  “Don’t make me do this.”
 
   Alex turned his head and their gaze met, and for a brief moment in time it was just the two of them, alone, once again.  Then Alex looked away, a curious smile on his face, as if this was just part of his great plan.  “I understand why you must do this, it makes me wish for a family of my own, whom would defend me so loyally, as you do your own—” and for the last time Alex turned back, facing Stanton, and his expression hardened, “—and it’s for that reason that I forgive you, for what you need to do next.”
 
   With tears streaming down her face, in the recesses of Jessica’s own mind, a voice cried out.
 
   “Fire!”


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   The Nova-Class Dreadnought, Elysium Fields, was destroyed in 2532 by the combined fleets of High-Lord Stanton and Hadley.
 
   I shed a solitary tear, for the only place that I’d ever called home.
 
   —From the journal of Lord Alexander Greystone.
 
    
 
   “Fetch Senior Chief Petty Officer Reynolds,” Lord Granville shouted, as he got up from the floor and dusted off his suit.  “And be quick about it, seeing we’ve only got five minutes left before we all become Swiss cheese.”
 
   “Swiss cheese, my Lord?” the Captain asked, confused.
 
   “A rare and exotic delicacy from Earth.  Something that you will have never tasted and, considering its price and the amount I pay you, almost certainly never will.”
 
   “Noted, my Lord,” the Captain replied.  “However, I fail to see how Chief Reynolds is going to make much difference.”
 
   “That’s why I’m a Lord and you’re just the hired help.”
 
   “Aye? Chief Reynolds here.”  The instantly recognisable and thickly accented voice of Senior Chief Petty Officer Reynolds could suddenly be heard blaring out of a small speaker in the Captain’s chair.  “Wot ya want, you crusty, miserable, tight fisted bastard?”
 
   “Chief, how are you?” Granville asked, overly cheerful.
 
   “Terrible, as somebody keeps shooting at us and breaking things on my ship.”
 
   “Well, the good news is that we’re going to put a stop to that, right this very minute and you’re going to help.”
 
   “I am?” The disbelief in his voice was easily conveyed, even from the faint, scratchy voice that echoed from the speaker.
 
   “Indeed.  Remember the proposal that you brought to me last month?”
 
   “Aye, I remember.  You told me to bugger off, to stop thinking of fantastical and expensive daydreams, and get back to work.”
 
   “I’ve changed my mind.  I think a practical demonstration would be in order.”
 
   “Well,” the voice fell silent for a moment.  “We’ll need to reinforce the surrounding hull, check the breech and install an automatic loader.  I could probably schedule something in six weeks or so.”
 
   “You’ve got five minutes.”  With the Captain frantically shaking his head and holding up four fingers, Granville smoothly corrected himself, “Come to think of it, if you could make it four, that would be fantastic.”
 
   Granville hit the mute button and the long stream of expletives that echoed forth from the speaker were cut off.  Counting to ten, he hit the unmute button before responding.  “Now, you listen to me, you rude, unpleasant, contemptible, senile, old bastard.  You’ve now got three minutes to make any preparations, otherwise I’m going to have you making non-stop repairs to my ship for the next twenty years or so, without pay.”  Hitting the off switch, he smiled broadly, stating, “Problem solved.”
 
   The rest of the crew could only stare at him in varying degrees of shock, horror and disbelief.
 
   “Uh, my Lord?” the Captain enquired hesitantly.  “What happens if, just if, Chief Reynolds isn’t ready in time?”
 
   Granville froze with the smile locked on his face, but this time it appeared more like a bad case of rigor mortis.  “Better open a channel to the Battlecruiser Valkyrie,” he faltered.  “Just in case.”
 
   *****
 
   Chief Reynolds turned round to face the empty gun deck, empty except for his gunnery crew.  “How old are you, boy?” he addressed the oldest.
 
   “Not quite sure, Chief,” the boy replied with an impish grin.  “But my mamma says around fifteen, give or take a few years.”
 
   “Fifteen,” Reynolds shook his head in amazement.  “And you do know that you’re never, ever, going to get paid for this job, right?”
 
   “Sure Chief,” the boy replied unconcerned.  “But I get two meals a day and—” he faltered, not sure if he should continue on.
 
   “And?” Reynolds prompted him.
 
   “Well, my mamma said if I’m not too hungry and have a little extra to spare, perhaps I could fit some of it into my pocket…”
 
   “For your mamma?” Reynolds hazarded a guess.
 
   “What?  No Chief.  Never.  My mamma would never do that,” the boy replied aghast.  “Not when my two younger sisters need it far more.”
 
   Reynolds had to close his eyes and count to five, slowly, before he could swallow past the lump in his throat.  Things had become far worse since Alex had left.  It had been around the same time that anyone had last been paid.  Not that he cared about the money, what was he going to spend it on?  Anything he paid for and the money would have gone straight back into Lord Granville’s pocket.
 
   “Right,” he drawled.  “Remind me to instruct Chef, double rations for you from now on.  Okay let’s get on with this.  We’ve already got the breech installed and the rammers have been primed with powder, so all we need to do is to get the shell into the breech.”
 
   Reynolds trailed off as he spotted the four thousand kilogram shell, that had taken a dozen men over an hour to carry into the turret and was now stored on the other side of the gun deck, over twenty-five metres distant from the breech.  Normally there was an automatic loader that carried the shell from the magazines, deep in the belly of the ship, to its position.  This had been removed when the ship had been decommissioned and now nothing filled the intervening gap, except recycled air.
 
   “Now lads, first order of business, we need to get this shell into the breech, so we must check to see what we have to work with.” Reynolds said.  Thirty seconds later they’d gathered everything within reach; a few yards of rope, duct tape, a paper clip and some used chewing gum.
 
   “This could require some lateral thinking, boys,” Reynolds said, scratching his head.
 
   *****
 
   “Admiral, we’re almost in position to come alongside the enemy ship.”
 
   “Well, it’s about time,” Admiral Sloane groused, as he’d been grinding his teeth together in frustration, as time-and-time-again the dreadnought had intercepted their weapons fire.  The few shells that managed to get through deflected off their armour or only inflicted minimal damage.  Their frontal armour was just too strong, and it wasn’t until they got alongside and could direct their fire amidships, that they had any hope of inflicting any serious damage.
 
   “We’ve got an incoming communication from Elysium Fields,” the Communications Officer called out.  “Seems that Lord Granville wishes to talk to you again, Admiral.”
 
   “Open a channel,” Sloane ordered.  “I expect Granville has finally recognised the futility of the situation and has come to beg for his life.  We’ll destroy the station, with him on it, but it will be amusing to listen to him whine.  Put him through.”
 
   “Admiral Sloane, thank you for taking the time to talk with me,” Granville announced, upon setting eyes on him.  “I was worried you might refuse, you know, hard feelings and all that.  What with the destruction of so many of your ships, but I’m relieved to know that you’ve got absolutely no self-esteem whatsoever.”
 
   “What’s the reason for this call?” Sloane frustratedly demanded.  “If you’ve come to discuss terms of your surrender, you should know it’s far too late for that.”
 
   “What is it with you and surrender?  Surrender this, surrender that, it’s all that you keep going on about.”
 
   “Is there a point to this call?”
 
   “Absolutely,” Granville beamed.  “The weather.”
 
   Sloane blinked.
 
   “It’s been mighty fine recently, don’t you think?”
 
   “You called to discuss the weather?  Are you mad?  We’re in interstellar space!”
 
   “Isn’t that what two refined, and I use the term loosely, civilized gentleman, discuss upon first meeting?  The cosmic rays have just been glorious recently, and the interstellar dust?  Well, it’s just been so fine that it hardly impedes the view at all, I should know, as I’ve been spending an inordinate amount of time just staring—”
 
   “Where’s High-Lord Stanton?” Sloane interrupted the tirade.  He cared little if the High-Lord was dead or alive.  However, if dead, then that would be some good news at least.  If by some small miracle he still lived, well Sloane would soon rectify that.
 
   This time it was Granville’s turn to blink, surprised by the question.  “I’m not entirely sure, but if you can give me some time, I’d be happy to go and look for him.  Mind you it’s a big ship and I would be grateful if you could  stop shooting at us while I look for him.  I know this probably doesn’t concern you, but I’ve got to pay for all the things you keep breaking—”
 
   “Never mind,” Sloane again interrupted.  “I was just a little curious, but I know where he’ll be shortly and that’s good enough for me.”
 
   “Oh, all right,” Granville replied, obviously dismayed. “In that case, wait one minute, what the hell—can I call you right back?  We seem to be having some, uh, technical difficulties, over here.”
 
   The screen went blank.
 
   “Well, that was strange,” Sloane mused out loud.  “How long until we’re alongside?”
 
   “Less than a minute, Admiral.”
 
   “Go faster.”
 
   *****
 
   “By all the High-Lords, will somebody tell me what is going on?” Granville cried out in fear, grasping at the sides of his chair, to stop him floating away.
 
   “We’ve lost one of our artificial gravity generators, my Lord.  It seems to have been deliberately shut-down,” the Operations Officer explained, likewise grasping at his console, to maintain his seat.
 
   “Chief Reynolds!”
 
   “Aye?”
 
   “What are you doing with my gravity?”
 
   “Just applying some lateral thinking to a little problem we’ve got down here,” Reynolds replied, chewing on a piece of gum, as he watched the gunnery crew at work.  They were pulling the now floating shell across the length of the room.  They’d tied one end of the rope around the shell casing, securing it with a paperclip, to stop it slipping while holding the other end of the rope in their hands.  They had used the duct tape to secure their feet to the ‘floor’ of the gunnery deck and were currently reeling in the shell towards the now open breech.
 
   “Better get ready for your demonstration, Granville,” Reynolds explained.  “As it’s going to be one almighty bang.  I just hope it’s not our last,” he added as an afterthought.
 
   *****
 
   “Lord Granville,” the excited youth, currently manning the master weapons console, shouted out.  “I’ve got a green light for a main gun, situated on our forward turret.”
 
   “Well, fire it!”
 
   “How?”
 
   “What?” roared Granville.  “What do you mean how?”
 
   “We’ve never had a main gun to fire, my Lord.  I just get paid to sit here and look at a row of shiny red lights.”
 
   “You get paid?” a red faced Granville, bellowed.
 
   “Only figuratively speaking, my Lord,” the boy hurriedly corrected.
 
   “Excuse me, my Lord,” the Captain sailed past him, towards the main weapons console. He extricated the youth out of his chair and promptly started flicking switches and adjusting dials at an alarming rate.  Frowning, he paused for a moment, “We’ll have to switch to the secondary fire control computer.”
 
   “Why, what’s wrong with the primary computer?” Granville enquired, floating upside down.
 
   “We don’t have one.”
 
   “Oh,” Granville replied, “How do you know all these things?” He motioned towards the bewildering array of switches, levers and dials on the weapons console.
 
   “I read the Operations Manual.”
 
   “Just great,” Granville moaned.  “Another bookworm, I’m surrounded on all sides by them—whoa, what’s going on now?” he demanded, for a noticeable tremor was running along the length of the ship.
 
   “Forward turret, it’s rotating,” the Captain clarified.  “We’ve got a confirmed firing solution.  Do you want to fire a warning shot?”
 
   “Not particularly,” Granville said, “But I think I’m going to be sick.”
 
   “Fire in the hole,” the Captain exclaimed.
 
   “What?”
 
   *****
 
   The forward turret mounting on the Nova-Class Dreadnought, Elysium Fields, finished rotating, coming to a halt.  Yet, even before it had finished turning, the first of three gun barrels started to elevate, rising by twelve degrees, orientating in the direction of the fast approaching battlecruiser, which, with its fusion engines at full thrust, appeared like a shooting star crossing along the starboard side of the Dreadnought.
 
   For a long moment nothing happened, as if the mighty Dreadnought was taking a deep breath, in preparation for breathing fire.  The first time in almost two centuries, back to when the mutual disarmament treaties had been signed, consigning this ship, and its sisters, to the history books.
 
   However, Elysium Fields had no intention of quietly passing into the night—instead it breathed fire.
 
   The four thousand kilograms, mark eight, ‘super-heavy’ armour piercing high explosive capped shell, was propelled out of the barrel with a muzzle velocity of five thousand feet per second, fourteen hundred meters per second.  Propelled by a D640 propellant, containing smokeless powder grain, with a full charge consisting of twelve silk bags each filled with two hundred pounds of propellant.  This resulted in the projectile travelling at close to its maximum speed, of fifteen thousand feet per second.  At a distance of forty kilometres, this resulted in an almost ten second traversal time to the target.
 
   Using navigation and fire control computers that measured time in nanoseconds, this was an infinitesimally long time, but there was little or nothing that could be done, for the battlecruiser was so massive and travelling at such velocity that altering course to avoid the incoming fire was impossible.  The battlecruiser possessed a few point-defence guns, and these half-heartedly tried to intercept the shell, but without success.  Unlike the Dreadnought that numbered these weapons in the thousands, the battlecruiser’s strength was in its speed, but lacked the armour and firepower of the massive dreadnought.
 
   Therefore, almost unimpeded, the shell rapidly closed the distance, watched with bated breath on the bridge of the dreadnought and horror from those on the battlecruiser—as it passed several meters distant across the front bow of the battlecruiser.
 
   “Miss!” cried the Tactical Officer on the bridge of Elysium Fields, unnecessarily, as every eye on the bridge had been following the trajectory of the shell.  Still, if his first word had no visible impact on the crew, the next words out of his mouth had the opposite effect.  “Battlecruiser Valkyrie is now alongside, she’s commenced firing.  Thirty seconds until impact.”
 
   “May the Gods have mercy,” Granville prayed.
 
   “I’m fairly sure all the Gods belong on the side of the High-Lords,” the Captain sighed, dejectedly.
 
   *****
 
   “Fire!” the voice screamed, again and again, reverberating around Jessica’s head. Yet, every time it was drowned out by another, far louder voice, that originated from her heart.  “No, no, no,” it repeated incessantly.  She found herself being torn between the two voices.  Racked by indecision, she discovered, far too late, that the fusion pistol, clutched tightly in her grasp, didn’t respond well to indecision, instead requiring a clear purpose of intent.
 
   Still glowing, it stubbornly refused to release its payload of death.
 
   Therefore she could only watch, helplessly, as Alex’s pistol grew brighter and brighter, until she had to look aside, for fear of being blinded forever, the weapon continuing to feed on Alex’s emotions; a decade worth of pain, hatred and loathing.  A single shot that would wipe out any trace of High-Lord Stanton’s existence forever.
 
   It began as a small, almost unnoticeable tremor, running along the length of the hull.  It quickly grew in size and intensity, when a sudden large jolt knocked them from their feet.  This wasn’t the end of it however, but simply the first of many that continued to swell, with the rolling and shaking now non-stop.  The sound, distant at first, like remote claps of thunder, quickly followed.  An unceasing rumbling, which grew in pitch and volume, until Jessica had to abandon her weapon and put her hands to her ears.  As the shaking and noise reached its zenith, it sounded like somebody striking a massive bell, with her underneath.  As she began to think that it would never end and continue until everything fell to pieces, it slowly abated, the shaking coming to a stop, like a massive express train which had finally passed by.
 
   Jessica stumbled to her feet, shaking her head to clear the effects of the combined shaking and noise.  Once steady on her feet, she reached down to retrieve her pistol.  Looking up she wasn’t surprised to find her betrothed lying on the floor, but still alive, just, as she could see his chest continuing to rise and fall.  What was more astonishing was that somehow Alex had managed to weather the storm and miraculously remained standing—although his pistol no longer glowed brightly, obviously unable to keep focused on it during the onslaught.  However, he was just as quick to recover as her, pointing it at the prostrate form on the floor, and once again light began to consolidate around its barrel.
 
   She was just about to call out to him again, to plead with him to stop, when she felt movement behind her.  Taken by surprise, she pivoted around, just in time to make out a face from a nightmare, with glowing eyes and a scar that ran the length of his face.  She just had time to register the fist that was flying at her with terrifying force, before it caught her under the chin.  The power of the blow lifted her from her feet, throwing her back several metres, where she collided with a sickening thud with a bulkhead, before everything went black.
 
   *****
 
   So intently focused on his objective to send Stanton back to the hell from whence he’d came, Alex failed to notice the new threat.  It was only Jessica’s cry of pain, so very different from her earlier pleading, which finally impeded on his consciousness and had him looking up.   Just in time to see the nauseating impact of her body hit the bulkhead and then slide to the floor, motionless.
 
   For a horrifying moment he thought she was dead, and fear overcame reason, as he moved in her direction to check on her.
 
   That act almost cost Alex his life, as by the time his thought process finally caught up and he started to raise his pistol, it was already too late.  A single, solitary, shot rang out, which caught him in the chest.  The blow felt like somebody had taken a sledgehammer to him and the breath was immediately knocked out of him, the pistol falling from his nerveless fingers.
 
   Almost immediately his attacker lunged at him.
 
   Gasping for breath, off-balance and with his head spinning, Alex was catapulted back against the corridor’s wall and for a moment all he could see was stars.  But his assailant gave him no respite, swinging the pistol back round to point at Alex’s face.  Still unable to process rational thought, instinct saved his life, as his arm swept up, deflecting the pistol away, and hence the weapon discharged into the ceiling, ricocheting around the corridor like a cork.
 
   For the second time that day, Alex found himself in a test of strength, and losing, badly.  The man was just as strong, if not stronger than Stanton himself, and while his anger, fear and frustration allowed him to match his attacker, this time he found his body severely lacking, being bruised, battered and bloodied, pushed beyond its breaking point.  With the last vestiges of his strength, Alex reversed his grip and the pistol slammed against the wall. Once, twice, three times he smashed the weapon and the man’s hand against the wall.  On the final attempt the assailant released his hold on the pistol and it dropped to the floor like a stone—where it discharged for a second time, the bullet missing Alex’s face by inches.
 
   He breathed a sigh of relief, but not for long, as his attacker didn’t hesitate in retaliating, using his remaining free hand, he balled up his fist and rammed it with full force, but not into Alex’s face, or chest, but instead his shoulder.  The pain was like nothing Alex had ever felt before, like a ball of flame igniting his arm and travelling along the tendons, lodging in the base of his skull.  Alex screamed, a sound that was muted seconds later by another fist crashing into his face.  Only hanging onto consciousness by a thread, he slumped against the wall, before sliding to the floor, when his legs could no longer support his weight.  Alex watched with one eye, the other swollen shut, as his assailant calmly reached down and picked up his fallen pistol, before levelling it at him.
 
   “My how you’ve lead me on a merry chase.  I’ve been hunting you for weeks.  My master was most displeased when I informed him that you both had survived.  He made his displeasure clearly known to me.  I think I probably owe you for that—” Before Alex could register the movement, the man took a sudden step forward, ramming his boot into Alex’s stomach.  It took a long time for him to recover, his hacking coughs a clear indication of his inability to draw breath, but finally he recovered enough to look up, facing his antagonist for the last time.
 
   “I remember you now,” Alex coughed.  “You were there that day, on Babylon Station, the one that Rifkin called Javier, but you disappeared before I could track you down.  It was you that wanted us both dead, but why?”
 
   “Not I, but my Lord.  A powerful man, who rewards his most loyal subjects well.  Strength.  Power.  Eternal life.  What use is money, when compared to such rewards?” Javier smiled cruelly, exacerbated by the injury to his face.
 
   “It’s also against the rules.”  Alex spat blood onto the floor beside him.
 
   “My master is a God,” Javier barked with laughter.  “What does he care about petty rules?”
 
   “But why the other man, if it was just me that was sent to kill her?”
 
   “He was our insurance policy,” Javier shrugged indifferently.  “While we could have dispatched her at any time, it would have been messy.  My Lord wanted no loose strings attached.  You kill the girl and the heroic guard slays the lone, crazed assassin.  All nice and tidy, it’s a timeless classic.”
 
   “But why?” Alex coughed, blood bubbling from between his lips.  “She was innocent, not deserving, who would go to all that trouble?”
 
   “Something that you can ponder together, as you’ll be seeing her very soon, when you meet her in the next life.  Be sure to pass on my regards.”  Javier once again raised his pistol to finally finish the task that he was meant to complete so long before.
 
   *****
 
   “We’re still alive?” Granville whispered in hushed awe, as the shaking and tremors finally receded.
 
   “It looks like it,” the Captain replied, equally surprised.  “It would seem that we’ve still got at least one God left on our side.”
 
   “The Valkyrie has changed course, looks like she’s coming about, in preparation for another attack run,” the Tactical Office added.
 
   “Looks like we only brought ourselves a brief reprieve then,” the Captain sighed dejectedly.
 
   “I’ll take whatever the Gods are prepared to offer,” Granville exclaimed, stabbing his finger down on the communication button.  “Reynolds!  Get off your ass, I’m not paying you nothing to sit idly around all day.  Load another shell.”
 
   “Nay, ya’ penny pinching, foul-mouthed, miser,” Reynolds bellowed back.  “Ya’ gone and cracked the main breech.  Gonna be weeks to replace that.”
 
   “Weeks?  You senile old fool, we don’t have weeks.  Fire again or I’m coming straight down there and I’ll stick that shell up your—”
 
   “My Lord,” the Captain interrupted.  “If I may?”
 
   “Fine,” Granville huffed.  “You try and talk some sense into the doddering old fool.”
 
   “Peter, Nick here, what’s the sit-rep?”
 
   “Doesn’t look good, Nick.  I’m looking at least a six-inch crack in the main gun breech.”
 
   “Any chance of sealing it?”
 
   “Not a chance, not with anything close at hand.”
 
   “Understood.  Can you still close the breech?”
 
   “Should do, cracks on the side.”
 
   “Very well.  Go ahead and load another shell, close and seal the breech, then get you and your team out of there.  I’ll hold fire as long as I can to give you enough time to get to a safe distance.”
 
   “Aye, aye, Captain.”
 
   Granville could only stare, wide-eyed, as he overheard the entire, succinct, conversation.  “Your name is, Nicholas?” he asked astonished.
 
   “Yes, my Lord,” the Captain replied calmly, as he turned back to the weapons console, resetting all the systems in preparation to fire again.
 
   “I never knew,” Granville trailed off.
 
   “Knew what?” the Captain asked incredulously, turning to face him.  “That I was named at birth, by my parents?”
 
   “You’ve got parents?” Granville replied, horrified.  “Do I have to feed them too?”
 
   “Yes.  It’s considered good governance to feed your citizens.  We’ve got a master warning light for the main gun on the forward battery.  Overriding the safeties.”
 
   “I feed you.  Every day.  I checked, as somebody kept billing me for the cost of the food.”
 
   “That would be cook, my Lord.  We’ve now got a green-light on the main gun battery.”
 
   “Well, fire.”
 
   “Wait for them to get closer.  We’ve only got one shot at this.”
 
   “Closer?  Are you mad?”
 
   “Probably, as I can’t see myself working for you lucid,” the Captain replied, candidly.
 
   “I’m ordering you to fire, right this very instant.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Well, you’re fired then.  You,” Granville pointed an accusing finger at the youth, who’d recently vacated the main weapons console and was currently floating behind the Captain, looking on wide-eyed.  “Get back in this seat and fire these guns.”
 
   “Me?” the boy replied aghast.  “I just sit here, not getting paid, to watch the glowing lights.”
 
   “It’s a conspiracy,” Granville grumbled.  “Everybody is out to get me.”
 
   “You’re not wrong,” the Captain muttered.
 
   “What did you say?” Granville demanded.
 
   “That I’m firing, right now,” the Captain replied, straight faced.
 
   *****
 
   The sight of the second shell being ejected from the barrel of the forward gun turret would have been as equally awe inspiring as the first, were it not surpassed by the even more impressive explosion of the forward gun turret.  As the two thousand pounds of propellant force ejecting the shell along the length of the barrel generated by the gas constant of the propellant, multiplied by the adiabatic flame temperature had to go somewhere, and that somewhere was the point of failure in the breech.
 
   It exploded.
 
   The thirteen thousand kilogram breech separated completely from the barrel of the gun, travelling in the reverse direction of the shell at two hundred and fifty metres per second, impacting into the wall of the armoured turret, perforating the side of it and causing an explosive decompression.  That vacuum was immediately filled by the super-hot gasses escaping from the barrel and instantly igniting the remaining powder grain, which were stored in silk bags that had been stacked haphazardly in the corner of the turret.  The explosion of these was certainly extraordinary, but nothing compared to the half-dozen shells that had been stacked, safely, twenty metres away, on the other side of the turret.
 
   Fortunately, the majority of the force of the resulting explosion was directed upwards and outwards, through the roof of the turret, which shattered, bursting away from the ship in an extraordinary display of pyrotechnics.  The explosion was clearly visible almost forty kilometres distant, on the bridge of the Battlecruiser Valkyrie, where a cheer went up, along with a few muttered prayers of thanks.  But such celebrations were short lived, as lost within the disintegration of the turret and resulting shrapnel, was a four thousand pound shell.  Travelling at a velocity of over five thousand feet per second, slightly less than ten seconds later it impacted directly into the hull of the battlecruiser.
 
   The armour piercing, iridium capped shell worked exactly as designed, slicing through the external armour of the battlecruiser like a hot knife travelling through butter.  In total the shell travelled almost seventy-five metres into the interior of the ship, cutting through armour, missile batteries, guns, bulkheads, corridors and compartments, before lodging not far from the centre of the ship—only twenty metres short of the battlecruiser’s main weapons magazine, where it came to a halt.
 
   At which point the mechanical time delay fuse detonated the second stage of the shell—the high-explosive bursting charge.  This instantly shattered the case, scattering sharp, hot iridium tipped fragments, at high velocity.  The initial blast punched holes, six inches in diameter, within a radius of twenty metres around the exploding shell.  Several of these pierced the thick protective armour around the main weapons magazine, igniting a ferocious fire that the crew valiantly tried to battle, but were ultimately unsuccessful.
 
   The main weapons magazine exploded, producing an initial explosive blast in excess of thirty kilotons.
 
   The resulting shock and pressure wave rippled out from the heart of the ship in all directions, initially at a velocity greater than the speed of sound, it was analogous to thunder generated by lightning.  But behind this shockwave came temperatures in excess of several thousand degrees centigrade.  Dissociating molecular bonds of the surrounding ship resulted in increasing numbers of electrons, which created positively charged ions.  The ship was instantly converted into plasma, that fourth state of matter that wavers between a gas, solid and liquid.  Eventually the energy released by the blast started to dissipate, the blinding light started to dim and the explosion shrank, to collapse within itself.  Finally, even the light completely faded, leaving behind absolutely nothing.
 
   The Battlecruiser Valkyrie, flagship of High-Lord Stanton’s Fleet, was no more.
 
   *****
 
   Jessica groaned and the first thing that registered was the pain, it was like an ever tightening vice, with her head trapped in the middle.  Blinking back the agony, she opened her eyes, but couldn’t see as everything seemed distant and blurry, fading in and out of focus.  She briefly wondered why everything appeared perpendicular, before realising that it was her, lying prostrate on the ground, with her cheek resting against the floor.  Biting back a wave of nausea she struggled to sit up and turning to her side the first thing that she noticed was Stanton—gone.
 
   “That’s the reward I get?  Having just saved your miserable excuse of a life,” she groused, her head still spinning.  However, her own discomfort was quickly forgotten when she heard a muffled cry of pain.  Jessica would have recognised that voice anywhere and turned towards the sound.  She immediately spotted the man who had struck her earlier, now with his back to her, but the noise hadn’t originated from him, but instead Alex.  She could only watch, horrified, as the man struck Alex in the face, laughing, as he watched Alex crumple to the floor at his feet.
 
   She was helpless and could only watch as Alex said something in response, which only seemed to infuriate the man further, the reward being a kick in the chest, which caused Alex to double up in pain, gasping for breath.
 
   She was much too far away to be able to intercede.
 
   A fury, the likes of which she’d never felt before, took hold of her.  It felt like a river of molten fire, running along her limbs and, if she’d been within an arm’s reach of the man, she would have torn him apart.  A glimpse of something suddenly drew her attention.  For perchance, her fusion pistol, that had been earlier wrenched from her grasp, now rested by her side just out of reach, but no more than a few feet away.
 
   She didn’t hesitate and lunged for the weapon, sweeping it up off the floor.  Twisting as she fell, Jessica angled the weapon in the direction of their attacker.  It was not a moment too soon, as the man had raised his pistol, pointing it squarely at Alex’s forehead.  Instinct overcame reason and, while she didn’t consciously remember firing the weapon, instead it seemed to respond to some more primitive, instinctive part of her.  It was no methodical, well-timed shot that she usually prided herself on, instead it was a barrage of rage and fury that came from inside her, channelled through the weapon and directed at Alex’s assailant.  The line of fire streamed out, pulsating, like a living breathing creature, reaching out to him and, for a brief instant they were connected.  Soon the energy utterly consumed him and, with a silent scream torn from his lips, he fell to the floor and was still.  He appeared asleep, were it not for the charred and still smoking wound, gouged clearly through his chest.
 
   Not trusting her legs to support her weight, instead she half crawled and dragged herself along the floor until she reached Alex.  Relieved, when she laid a hand upon his chest, to still feel the beat of his heart beneath her fingertips.  His face was a torn and bloody mess, and once again she had to supress the urge to do harm to the person who had inflicted such grievous injuries upon him.  Resting his head in her lap, she tore a sleeve from her silk dress and used it to wipe away some of the blood.  While the cut to his head had bled profusely it didn’t seem too deep and was already starting to clot.  It was a miracle that he still lived, especially after facing a High-Lord, alone.
 
   “I wouldn’t have given Stanton the satisfaction of killing me,” Alex replied to her unvoiced question.  “Talking of which, where is he?  I haven’t finished with him yet.”
 
   “Gone,” Jessica replied simply.  “I’ve no idea where.”
 
   “He just left you behind?” Alex demanded, appalled.
 
   “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “It matters to me,” Alex rasped, reaching up to run a bloodied and swollen knuckle along her cheek.  “You don’t leave people behind, ever, especially not those that you love.”
 
   Jessica had to look aside, not wishing to recognise the emotions that she saw reflected in his eyes, with what she had to say to him next.  Instead she procrastinated, just delaying the inevitable, focusing on the corpse of the man next to them.  “Who was he?” she asked with morbid curiosity.
 
   “No idea, called himself Javier.  I couldn’t care less about him.  I was far more interested in who he worked for.”
 
   “Who he worked for?” Jessica echoed, confused.
 
   “The man who instructed him to kill both of us.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter?” this time it was Alex’s turn to gape.  “Of course it matters.”
 
   “No, it doesn’t, because before we were equal, but not now.  Now you owe me.  This time it was me that saved you.”
 
   “You couldn’t have waited a few minutes longer, could you? He was just about to tell me who he was working for,” Alex muttered.
 
   “You owe me, so this is what I name as my price—you stay away from both Stanton and I.  You drop this blood feud against him and we never, ever, see or hear from you again.”
 
   “You’re still marrying him?” Alex demanded aghast.  “After all this?”
 
   “Nothing has changed.”
 
   “Of course it has, you came back, for me.”
 
   “No,” Jessica lied easily.  “I came back for Stanton.  You, I only saved, to obtain this promise from.”
 
   “This is what you want?”
 
   “It’s what I need to do,” she replied evasively.
 
   “Fine.  I agree.”
 
   “You do?” she looked taken aback, as if she’d never seriously considered that he would agree to the outrageous terms.
 
   “Yes, but not because of this nonsense about you saving my life or any of your other, contrived, reasons.”
 
   “Then why?” Jessica blinked in confusion, as Alex’s hand left her cheek, to rest at the nape of her neck, applying gentle pressure to urge her closer.
 
   “Because I once read that, if you love someone, set them free,” Alex breathed, his eyes slowly closing, as his lips gently touched hers, their breath coalescing.
 
   Jessica blinked, speechless, confused by his words and actions.  Not knowing what to say, she chose to say nothing at all, but gently rested his head against the floor, before taking a step back, then another.  Finally, she turned and fled back down the corridor, before the urge to stay with him overwhelmed her completely.
 
   “If you love someone, set them free. If they come back, they’re yours, forever,” Alex whispered watching her fleeing form, before she vanished entirely into the gloom.  “By the High-Lords that hurts,” he cursed, sitting up and leaning against the wall for support.  He pulled out the spent bullet that Javier had fired, still embedded into his armour.  Glancing at it, noting the manufacturer, he shook his head in disbelief—Stanton Light Industries.
 
   He tossed it aside.
 
   A high-pitched whistling, off-key, that grated on Alex’s nerves, had him looking up in time to see Lord Granville turn the corner.  Upon sighting Alex, Granville stumbled to a halt, eyeing him in surprise, before a broad grin materialised that threatened to split his face into two.
 
   “Alex.  Good to see that you’re still alive.”
 
   “You’re not, really,” Alex demurred.
 
   “Of course I am, what a terrible thing to say.  Otherwise, how could I recount to you the way I managed to, single-handedly, defeat High-Lord Stanton’s flagship and the rest of his fleet?”
 
   “I really wish you wouldn’t.”
 
   “Where’s that girl?  You know the pretty looking one, who couldn’t take her eyes off you.”
 
   “Gone.  She’s left to marry Stanton instead.”
 
   “Really?” Granville’s eyes brightened.  “Do you think I might wrangle an invite to the wedding?”
 
   “Considering you’re about to recount how, you, personally, destroyed Stanton’s Fleet—not likely.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
   The marriage of High-Lord Stanton to Lady Cecilia Hadley, youngest daughter of High-Lord Hadley, was the wedding event of the year.  The joyful occasion was only slightly marred by the death of her elder sister—Lady Jessica, several weeks earlier.  High-Lord Hadley passed away soon thereafter, from all reports of a broken heart at the loss of his beloved daughter, leaving High-Lord Stanton the undisputed head of the combined dynasty.
 
   I spent the day wishing a thousand curses upon him.
 
    —From the journal of Lord Alexander Greystone.
 
    
 
   Jessica cursed as she walked across the perfectly manicured lawn, her twelve foot long wedding dress train, following behind her.  It was likely to be ruined by the grass stains, but she didn’t care one bit.  She had wanted none of this.  But, like everything else, her objections had been completely overruled by her husband-to-be, along with his refusal to permit her to carry her fusion pistol.
 
   Alex would never have been so imperious.
 
   The thought stopped her dead in the middle of the lawn.  She smacked the palm of her hand against her forehead and shook her head in disbelief.  She had to stop this habit of constantly comparing the two—as inevitably Stanton, she also had to stop calling him that, always came off worse.
 
   “Why did you insist that I accompany you?” she demanded, turning upon the poor servant, who had up until now been leading her away from the Palladian mansion, but had come to an abrupt stop, when he noticed that she was no longer following him.
 
   “We didn’t know what else to do, my Lady,” the man stuttered, obviously petrified.  “It won’t move, and well, the ceremony is scheduled to start in under an hour.  If High-Lord Stanton notices…”
 
   Jessica had absolutely no idea what the man was babbling on about, but quickly realised that it wasn’t her that he was terrified of—but her husband-to-be.  The knowledge sent a jolt of unease through her and again she questioned the wisdom of her decision, but like always, the thought of the repercussions to her younger sister and father drove all other considerations from her mind.  She was about to enquire regarding what ‘it’ was, when she heard a familiar growl and looked down in astonished delight.
 
   It was obvious that at one point the cute, pink, bow-tie had been tied around Lucifer’s neck, but that time had long since passed as it was now grasped firmly between a pair of saliva dripping jaws, neatly torn to shreds.  With a proud expression, Lucifer bounded in her direction, with his prize still held firmly in his mouth.
 
   The poor servant standing next to her panicked, scrabbling for the pistol in his holster.  He barely got it free, before he crumpled to the ground in pain, the weapon dropping from his numb hand, as Jessica released her grip on his shoulder.
 
   Lucifer meanwhile dropped his slobber covered prize at her feet.
 
   “Well done!  Good dog,” praised Jessica, giving him a vigorous rub which, purring with pleasure, he rolled over onto his back, to offer his soft underbelly for her to stroke, which she did, gladly.  “But what are you doing here?” she asked, confused.
 
   “It’s a gift for you, my Lady,” the servant replied.  Stumbling to his feet, he hurriedly took several steps backwards when Lucifer fixed his gaze upon him and growled menacingly.
 
   “A gift?” she said.
 
   “A wedding present,” the servant clarified.  “The man that dropped him off was very insistent that we should summon you, personally.  He advised against anyone else approaching it.”
 
   “A man?  Who?” Jessica demanded, her heart leaping into her throat.
 
   “A rich, titled Lord, my Lady.  For he couldn’t have been anything else.  He walked up to the house as if he owned it, knocked on the door and presented his card.  He enquired if High-Lord Stanton was accepting visitors and was most disappointed to be informed that he was not.  He departed soon after.”
 
   Jessica had to cover her mouth, to stifle a laugh.  “Quickly, his card, do you still have it?”
 
   “Yes, my Lady,” the man replied, surprised, but quickly offered up the card.  It read simply:
 
   Lieutenant-Colonel Alexander Grey (retired),
 
   Services available for hire.
 
   Jessica couldn’t help it, she laughed out loud, remembering the promise that he’d agreed to.  Never to be seen, or heard from, ever again.  Obviously she’d overlooked written correspondence in that oath.
 
   She would have to keep a close eye on the mail from now on.
 
   *****
 
   The rest of the day passed in a blur.  She mumbled through her vows and before she knew it she was no longer Lady Jessica Hadley, but Lady Stanton, latest acquisition of High-Lord Stanton.
 
   It was not the day that she dreaded however, but the night, for she was now his to do with as he saw fit.  Still, she was not some young, naive girl, in the first blushes of youth.  She had known something of desire already; the passionate, tender longing for Alex’s touch, the white-hot, dizzying arousal that he had stoked into desire with his overwhelming presence.  She had wanted him without wanting to.  And so, she had at least hoped, the wedding night would not be a terrible thing.
 
   But, she felt so very alone, cold and bereft as she waited for him—High-Lord Stanton, her husband.  Even the idea seemed strange to her, somehow amiss, as if she’d made a wrong turn somewhere in her life, turning left when instead she should have turned right.  It hardly helped matters that his suite of rooms was freezing cold, all except for this one.  The room she currently stood in was dominated by a huge fireplace that roared excessively, as if fuelled by the flames of hell.  Nothing at all like the one in Alex’s cosy study, where she had fallen asleep in his arms. 
 
   She stood staring into the flames, mesmerised, noting the remnants of a broken glass in the fire pit—a reminder of her husband’s volatile temper.  Standing in front of the raging fire, hands out in front of her, she had expected to be dissolved by the heat, but it was not to be.  Instead she shivered, as she watched Stanton sit down in the chair by the fire and order her to disrobe.  She quickly discovered that whatever desire she had once felt for him was quite overpowered by her newly-found loathing of him.
 
   And he did not care.
 
   She stiffened when he told her to take the dress off.  It had been a long day of celebrating, and the strain of smiling falsely and laughing with faux delight had worn her thin, tired and hollow.  She wanted only to fall into her own bed, not this bed in the opulent rooms that Stanton possessed—and sleep for the rest of her life.  Or at least until the sun rose the next morning.  She stared blankly at her new husband, who gave her a crooked smile as lecherous as any drunken Lord watching the dancers on Osiris.
 
   “Go on, take it off,” he encouraged, and leaned over to pour himself a glass of brandy from the decanter on the nearby table.  “Let’s see what I’ve bought and paid for.”
 
   Jessica shook her head slightly, so horrified she could barely make her tongue obey her.  “I cannot,” she managed to choke out at last.  “I need my maid.”
 
   “No maid,” he denied her brusquely.  “You’re the maid tonight.”
 
   “Me!”
 
   “Oh yes.” Stanton smiled dangerously.  “Take off your clothes…and then you can tend to me.”
 
   Jessica didn’t know what he meant by that, but she had a few ideas, and none of them were good.  Still, no matter how mad his request there were still some practicalities in the way.  Like, how on Osiris she was expected to get out of this dress on her own.  “My Lord, the buttons…they are on the back.  I cannot reach them on my own.”
 
   Stanton’s smile grew slightly more fixed.  He leaned back in his chair and regarded her for a moment.  Jessica’s blood was like ice; her heart was thumping in her chest.  When he spoke, his single word was dripping with venom.
 
   “Try.”
 
   She flushed with shame and embarrassment.  There was simply no dignified way to get at the buttons that went from waist to neck; she would have to twist and contort herself to try and get at them, and even then she wouldn’t be able to un-fasten every one.  He was deliberately shaming her, she realised.  He was going to make her pay, every single day, for not shooting Alex, when she had the perfect opportunity.
 
   But his face was dangerous, that strange smile somehow the harbinger of a slightly unhinged mind, reminding her of Alex’s warning—to stay away from Stanton, he was dangerous.  Blinking back tears of rage and hurt, she lifted her arms above her head and reached back behind her neck, pulling at the delicate buttons that her maid had so carefully done up that morning.
 
   She had gotten through three pearl buttons before she heard him gasp, and heard the rip of cloth.  She hazarded a glance from beneath dropped eyelids and saw that his face had changed: his jaw was slackened, his eyes were intense, his breath was coming fast and hard.  She squeezed her eyes shut again and went on, tugging as the buttons started to fall out of her reach, leaning backwards to reach further, horribly conscious that her breasts and hips were being thrust forwards, and worse, that strange sounds and soft panting was coming from her husband.  She didn’t know what was happening, and she was too self-conscious to look.  She only knew one thing with certainty.
 
   She wished she was dead.
 
   Finally, after wrenching a few pearls right from their stiches, Jessica found that she had to lean forward and lower her arms to reach the buttons below the small of her back.  She tilted from the waist, still keeping her eyes tightly shut, and reached back.  She felt her breasts spill forward, nearly falling out of the low bodice of the wedding-gown, and then bare seconds later she felt Stanton’s monstrous huge hands upon them, pulling her breasts from the dress, squeezing them, biting on them, so hard that her nipples pulled and hurt, and she could not help it.  She screamed and struck at his head, trying to push him away. 
 
   He was hurting her.
 
   For most of her life she’d been mortified by her strength, which labelled her as some sort of freak.  But it had taken Alex to show her that it was what she did with her abilities that was important, and she didn’t hesitate to use them this time.  Reaching out to grasp Stanton by the hair and jerk him away— 
 
   He slapped her so hard she fell to the floor, and Jessica lay there on the carpet before the fire, her dress hanging from her back, her breasts spilling from a torn bodice, with her hand on her hot stinging cheek, staring at the man she had married.  She had not been struck since she was a little child, and never so hard.  The shock was nearly as great as the pain.  “What?” she gasped, looking at Stanton’s face with frightened eyes.  “How?”
 
   His lips curled in a feral grin and he took a step forward so that he was standing over her, legs on either side of her waist.  His pants were undone, and the flap was falling open.  “Bitch,” he said pleasantly.  “Don’t ever deny me my rights, for I am superior to you in every way—stronger, faster, smarter and you are mine to do with as I please.  Now for your first lesson...”
 
   Jessica, hand on her cheek, could only stare.  Her head was spinning; she felt dizzy with confusion.  And then she closed her eyes as he was easing down his pants… with her eyes closed, if tears were running down her cheeks, he didn’t care and wasn’t in the least bit gentle.  He flung up her skirt and her slip, he tore at her underwear, and then, while she seized up every muscle in terror, he tormented her.  He flicked at her, he chafed at her, he even—she squeezed her eyes shut.
 
   He laughed, and the touch was gone.
 
   She opened her eyes and saw his face right above hers, his eyes glinting and his smile dangerous.  “Like that, wife?” he asked tauntingly.  “Then you’ll love this.”
 
   But before he could take another step forward, a low, dangerous, growl filled the room.  Jessica’s eyes snapped to the doorway of the adjoining room, which she’d left ajar in case Lucifer had wanted to get out.  In the dimness of the room, the only light flickering from the fireplace, his form was shadowy and indistinct, only his yellow eyes and gaping maw were clearly visible.
 
   “What is that?” Stanton demanded, in a chilling voice.
 
   “Lucifer, no,” Jessica pleaded with him, but like the last time that he’d come to her rescue, he refused to back down.  Not realising that Stanton, with his superior strength, was far more dangerous than any gun.  But first Stanton had to locate him, no easy task in the gloom, as Lucifer entered the room, circling around and keeping to the shadows.
 
   Stanton suddenly found himself at a serious disadvantage, having brought no weapons, he would have to get within arm’s length to use his strength, and the recollection of those jaws, designed for tearing and gouging, gave him pause.  The hesitation proved almost to be fatal, as Lucifer leapt from the darkness, his jaws snapping at Stanton’s throat.  Stanton only managed to ward off the attack at the very last moment—by jamming his forearm between Lucifer’s jaws.  Not one to turn down such an opportunity, Lucifer bit down, hard, on the fresh, gashing and tearing at the exposed arm.
 
   Stanton screamed in pain, waving his arm frantically, but still Lucifer wouldn’t release his grip.  Eventually Stanton managed to shake him free and Lucifer went sailing through the air, landing effortlessly on all four paws, stalking back into the shadows, again circling his prey.  The growl that emanated from the darkness could have originated from Cerberus himself, and unnerved by the ferocity of the previous attack, Stanton turned and fled.
 
   The doors to their suite banging shut behind him.
 
   Jessica, still on her hands and knees, in the remnants of her wedding gown, could only weep in relief.  Her distress was interrupted by a wet nose brushing at her cheek, and she looked up into a pair of yellow eyes, sympathetic and understanding.  She encircled her arms around his neck, pulling him closer, relying upon his strength.
 
   “Oh Lucifer,” she cried out aloud.  “What have I done?”
 
   *****
 
   It was a long time later, when a gentle tap on the door alerted him to the presence of his emissary.  He didn’t respond and it was a long few uncomfortable minutes before the door inched open a crack.  A pale face appeared, tentatively, between the cracks.
 
   “My Lord?  You summoned me?” the voice asked hesitantly, unsure.  Afraid.  Exactly how one should address a God.
 
   Yellow eyes stared back at him, unblinking and again the silence was deafening, finally it was interrupted when the master slumbered from his chair, breaking the stillness with only two words.
 
   “You’re late.”
 
   “My apologies, High-Lord.”  The man bowed deeply.  “But the taskforce that you dispatched to Elysium Fields has only just returned, empty-handed.  They report that there is no sign of the station.”
 
   “How can that be?  I’d been led to understand that it was over five-miles in length and possessed no engines.  How could it simply vanish?”
 
   “In his report, Admiral Holtz, suggests that it could have been towed away.  In his final transmission Admiral Sloane reported numerous other ships in the vicinity of the station.”
 
   “And what of Colonel Grey?”
 
   “As per your orders, I’ve doubled the bounty on his head.  But—”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I don’t believe that it will do any good, bounty hunters are a pragmatic bunch, and after all you’ve got to be alive to spend the reward...”  As he said this, the man glanced in the direction of his master’s bedroom, disappointed to note that the bedroom door was firmly closed.  His predecessor, Javier, had often boasted of the abundant rewards on offer to him as long as he pleased his master.  A double edged sword of course, considering the fate of his predecessor.
 
   “I reward my loyal subjects for their successes, please me and you will be greatly rewarded, displease me…” his master’s voice trailed off, leaving the obvious threat lingering in the air.  “Notify the Black Fleet.  We’re advancing to the next stage of the plan, ahead of schedule.”
 
   The man looked momentarily disappointed, before the rest of the words sunk in.  “I’m not sure if all the ships are ready, my Lord.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.  The campaign is one of escalation.  The first few targets are woefully undefended.  Soft and ripe for the picking.  Now get out!”
 
   Once his servant had departed, closing the door firmly behind him, the master turned to face the flames once again.  Soon death and destruction would rain down from the heavens, life and death, all at his whim.
 
   He rotated his arm, observing the deep scratches in the firelight.  The pain was negligible compared to what he was about to unleash, but still, somehow it left him feeling wanting.  Well, his new wife would make a suitable substitute, he would enjoy beating that arrogant superiority out of her, and once he’d broken her body, the spirit would soon follow.  Then he could turn his attention to the other, younger, more pliable, sister.  He doubted that he would take as much pleasure from her, but once he’d broken her too, and he had no doubt that he would, then finally his ultimate objective would be realised—total and absolute power.
 
   He just had to find that damn dog first…
 
   *****
 
   The black ships came out of nowhere, with no notice and little forewarning.  Unmarked and transmitting no identifying signals, the few defenders didn’t even recognise the threat until it was already far too late.
 
   The ships opened fire at maximum range, their lasers pitifully weak at such distances, but with such overwhelming superiority of numbers, it was more than enough to destroy the few orbiting missile batteries.  As soon as those were eliminated, robbing the defenders of their anti-fighter and missile cover, the black ships started to launch multiple waves of both.
 
   Meanwhile, frigates and corvettes, under covering fire of the larger destroyers and cruisers swept into a low orbit, demolishing the few remaining static orbital defences.  The orbiting space station, used to ferry freight and passengers from low orbit to the planet’s surface fared little better; cracked open like an egg by concentrated laser and fusion beams from the deadly warships.
 
   With any and all orbital defences quickly neutralised, the black ships soon achieved space superiority, next turning their heavy weapons towards the surface based defenders—of which there were pitifully few.  Within the space of a few minutes, each and all vanished in a blaze of white-light as the orbital bombardment rounds found their mark.
 
   Unfortunately, this was only the start for the beleaguered population, as they then had to endure several hours more, as fighters, missiles and further orbital bombardment rounds continued to rain down from the heavens bringing relentless death and destruction—and then they were gone.
 
   By the time that the shaken populace had a chance to regroup and count the cost of the attack over ten thousand were missing, most presumed dead, twice that number severely injured.  Far costlier however to the corporation, was the destruction of the state-of-the-art manufacturing plants, which produced the expensive super-conductors.  These were used in everything from fusion reactors and weapons, to power distribution grids.  It would take many years for the factories to be rebuilt, the delicate equipment replaced and a new workforce trained.  Output of super-conductor production by Hyundai-Samsung Heavy Industries would be cut by over seventy-five percent for the next few years, forcing them to purchase the shortfall from their competitors, at massively overinflated prices.
 
   In a final curious turn of events the only facilities that seemed to escape unscathed were long range communications, with both the planets main transmitter and orbital relay remaining untouched.  Thankful for the small reprieve, the cowered populace immediately sent out a distress call, reporting the attack and requesting immediate assistance.
 
   The black ships of the Radicals, as they would come to be called, had struck for the first time.  But it would be far from the last, as they were just getting started.  As always they attacked the one place that would hurt the High-Lords the most, their pockets.
 
    
 
   End of Book One.
 
    
 
   The Redivivus Trilogy continues with Book Two “The Ship of Dreams” which is coming soon.
 
    
 
   For news, reviews, images and other information, please visit the Facebook page -
 
   http://www.facebook.com/LPraetorian
 
    
 
   Or follow the author at -
 
   http://twitter.com/LPraetorian
 
    
 
   Or email the author at -
 
   LastPraetorian@hotmail.com
 
    
 
   Thank you for your feedback.  Please feel free to leave a review.
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