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   CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   Blackmon Stone raced to the hatch at end of the passageway. The intruder alarm had been wailing for what seemed like hours and it had taken him too long to get into his standard issue combat suit. The smoke wafting through the corridors was a sure sign that time was short. Warning lights were flashing faster and faster, reaching a manic pace. He grabbed the manual, hatch release and yanked hard. An explosion blew him backwards thirty meters down the corridor, slamming him against a bulkhead. He slowly slid to the deck. A light in the suit’s heads up display was blinking green to let him know that he was still alive.
 
   “It is nice to know that the empire’s navy cares enough about me to let me know I am still alive and can be of some more use to them,” Stone thought as he tried to catch his breath. He was fifteen years old and in all of those years, he could not remember his chest hurting this much.
 
   “Get up, Stone. Get moving,” a voice raged at him through his suit intercom. “Do you want to get stepped on!” The voice made it clear that it was not really a question. “You now have intruders between you and your duty post. Move it, boy.”
 
   “Aye, aye, Senior Chief. I am moving it now,” Stone replied. He rolled over and pushed himself to his feet. The combat suit had saved him from serious injury, but he still felt winded and bruised. His ears were ringing, but not from the explosion. The suit had automatically dampened the blast noise to protect his hearing. The suit did not dampen Senior Chief Tsosie’s deafening gravel-in-a-bucket voice.
 
   Stone looked down the passageway. There had been some wisps of smoke in the corridor before, but the smoke was thicker now. He could not see the hatch. The explosion had added to the already swirling mess. He drew his weapon, hoping whoever had put the explosives on the hatch had just set a booby trap for him and had not been blowing the hatch to get into this corridor. He switched the suit visor to thermal, then to radiation, then to multispectral and then back to normal vision.
 
   Stone did not see anyone, or anything for that matter, coming at him out of the smoke. He briefly wondered why the environmental systems were not clearing the air. He shook his head. He sincerely hoped it was a problem in environmental. He knew smoke could mean fire. He was beginning to get concerned that the intruders who had set explosives may also have set some diversionary fires. It was not that the ship itself would burn, but a spaceship only had so much air. He would rather save the air to breathe than let a fire use up his oxygen.
 
   This time he approached the hatch cautiously instead of racing forward. Time was important, but he had to be alive at the end of the mission or it would not matter how long it took. He stopped in surprise at the end of the corridor. The hatch was gone. It was not missing from the explosion. It was just gone. Yanking with the enhanced muscles of the combat suit had not mangled the handle or the hatch. Even the hole where it had been was gone. All that was at the end of the corridor was a new bulkhead, freshly painted and seamlessly joined in the corners.
 
   “Oh, come on!” he muttered to himself. He spun about and raced back down the corridor. He knew the ship would begin to reshape corridors and passageways to confuse any intruders, but he had hoped to get through that hatch before it started. He must be running out of time to get to his duty station if the ship had already started shifting in response to the intruder alarm. The whole ship might be in jeopardy if the intruders reached his duty station.
 
   Stone’s duty station was the ship’s armory.
 
   He would have cursed, however he knew that he had not really developed that as a useful skill. He certainly had not achieved the level of cursing mastered by Senior Chief Tsosie. Instead of wasting his breath, he called up the ship schematics on his heads up display, HUD. The HUD still showed passageway 12B.2 as a functioning corridor with a hatch. He had just seen that the hatch at the end of 12B.2 was gone. He had hoped the ship would be able to update the mapping software as fast as it could shift corridors, but that did not appear to be the case. He decided to try passageway 12D.4. It was the shortest distance to a ladder that would drop him down to the armory on deck eleven. He was assuming the ship had not shifted the passageways again.
 
   Suddenly, he slid to a stop. He did not think he had enough time to get to the armory going in the current direction. He realized if the ship could change corridors and bulkheads, then it might it also change decks and ladder locations just as quickly and just as unannounced. He took a moment and scanned through his suit systems. He grimaced as he realized that his connection to the ship's mapping function was in a read-only capacity. He could not make the ship adjust to changes he needed. Besides, there were other crewmen racing about trying to save the ship from intruders. Any changes he could make might have severe consequences for any of them.
 
   He remembered his father always said that the shortest distance between two points was a straight line. Running down 12D.4 was not the straightest way to the armory. So, he reversed his direction and ran back to a storage closet he had passed on 12B.2.
 
   Thankfully, the closet was still there. Stone stepped into the middle of the small space and closed the door behind him. He took a deep breath. If he was right, this would work. If he was wrong, then he would not have time to reach the armory before any intruders could get there. Not to mention, either way he was sure he was going to be disciplined for intentionally damaging the ship.
 
   Twisting a band around the suit’s left forearm he bent down and triggered the cutting torch function. The torch’s beam did not generate smoke, but the intensity caused the suit’s visor to darken to almost black. He began cutting into the decking and the deck plates He checked the ship diagrams against the depth of the beam and twisted the band to cut another fraction of a millimeter deeper. The flooring above the deck plating curled away from the heat. The deck plates sizzled.
 
   He hoped he could cut quickly enough that the ship would not adjust before he was finished. He had a lot of deck to cut through. He used his right hand to grab any loose material that came away. The enhanced muscles in the suit ripped aside heavy slabs of metal and light pieces of ductwork with equal ease.
 
   “Stone, I can see you on my monitor,” Senior Chief Tsosie shouted, using his angry-raspy voice, rather than his impatient-hurry-up voice, or Stone’s favorite, the ever humorous what-the-hell-are-you-doing voice. “You better know what you are doing. If you cut holes in my ship and still can’t reach the armory in time you had better pray the captain gets to you before I do.”
 
   He did not answer the Senior Chief. When the Senior Chief used that tone of voice, it did not matter what you said, you would be wrong. Stone held his tongue knowing even a quick ‘Yes, Senior Chief’ would put him in line for more of a chewing out. Right now, he did not have time.
 
   Stone snapped off the cutting torch as soon as he had cut a thin, ragged circle in the deck plating that formed the ceiling of deck eleven. He had not cut all the way through. He stood, drew his weapon and jumped into the center of the circle. He calculated the weight of the suit should be enough to cause the deck to give way, dropping him into the passage on the deck below. He would be just outside the armory hatch if the ship schematics were right. He hoped he would get there before the intruders whether they were man, alien or beast.
 
   The deck gave way and he dropped through. Instead of crashing to the deck below, the suit cushioned the drop with no more jolt to his knees than if he had stepped off the bathroom scales. But, the drop was the least of his worries.
 
   The intruders were at the armory hatch already working to cut through the locks. He dropped right into the middle of them. There were two intruders working at the lock, plus two more intruders on lookout. Both of the watchers were facing the wrong way expecting ship’s crew to come down the passageway instead of dropping in from above.
 
   “I have intruders at deck eleven armory,” Stone shouted with excitement into his microphone. “Senior Chief, we have four humanoid forms-” Before he could finish his sentence, he stepped between the two intruders working on the armory locks. He pushed the barrel of his pistol against the first intruder’s weird looking combat suit and pulled the trigger at point blank range. He knew he would be in more trouble than he could get out of if his weapon could not penetrate their armor.
 
   Stone was wearing the navy’s standard issue combat suit. It was designed to enhance movement and strengthen the senses. It made his slight, teenage frame look athletic and muscular. He even felt that way in the suit, because every movement, every leap, every step was enhanced. His suit was nothing like the suits worn by Empire marines. Those suits were monsters. The standard issue marine was a monster out of the suit, but inside their suits, they became four-meter tall terrors.
 
   The intruder suits were like nothing Stone had ever seen. They had flanges, flaps and even gills, but they looked tough enough to stop a Mark87 missile. They were half again as large as the suit he was wearing.
 
   Stone was not sure his little pistol could breach their armor. His suit was strong, but it was not strong enough to take on four intruders at once. He was startled when the intruder he shot dropped to the deck. He spun to the second intruder and put a bullet in the creature’s chest. Before the intruder fell to the deck, Stone reached around and shot a third intruder in the back. It was a good shot for Stone, his heart was pumping and adrenaline was flushing through his system faster than a six-pack of weak beer at a party for drunken sailors on leave.
 
   He grinned to himself. It had to be a twenty-meter shot. He had hit the intruder dead center in the back before it could turn. Even though the intruder was huge, it was still a good shot for Stone. He spun to face the last intruder and immediately dropped to the deck behind the bulk of a downed intruder.
 
   Shots from some kind of automatic weapon zinged past him as the last intruder opened fire. A few stray ricochets spanged off his armor, but they had spent enough velocity that his suit could handle them. The dead intruder’s suits on either side of him made an effective barrier, providing protection from both directions. It was true that he could only face one way at a time, so if the remaining intruder had help nearby they might be able to surround him. It would not take much to come at him from two directions and move in on him.
 
   He glanced up at the armory hatch locks. They were still in place. In fact, it looked as if the intruders had not understood where to cut and the locks were welded shut instead of cut open.
 
   “Situation Report: I have secured the armory hatch,” Stone shouted into his communications unit. “Three hostiles down and one rema-” He was interrupted by another stream of gunfire coming from the intruder.
 
   Senior Chief Tsosie said quietly in a cold voice, “Stone, are you shouting at me?”
 
   “Sorry, Senior Chief,” Stone gulped.
 
   “Of course you’re sorry. SitRep received. I got you on the monitor. I don’t have any spare, warm bodies to send as back-up. Can you take that last intruder alive?”
 
   “Are you cra-” Stone started in amazement. “No, Senior Chief. These guys are huge and I don’t think I can take it alive. Besides, it has me under fire. I can keep it from getting to the armory, but I can’t stop it short of killing it.”
 
    “Kill it then,” Senior Chief Tsosie said. “I will get a live one from somewhere else. And Stone?”
 
   “Yes, Senior Chief?”
 
   “Watch your backside.”
 
   Stone spun around to look down the other corridor, but did not see anyone or anything moving.
 
   “Aye, aye, Senior Chief, watching my back,” Stone replied with relief in his voice. He realized he could watch his back. He pulled a small camera out of a storage bin on the inside of his suit’s thigh. He propped it up so it would capture a view of the corridor at his back. He set his HUD to give him a picture-in-picture of the corridor.
 
   He turned back and tried to melt into the deck as the intruder fired another burst at him. It seemed like the shots were closer. The intruder must be trying to move in on him. He raised his gun hand up and fired a dozen shots down the passageway without looking, spraying rounds at every angle. He hoped that would slow down the intruder’s approach.
 
   The picture behind him began to look fuzzy. He dialed up the image, enlarging and amplifying it. There were a few swirls of smoke starting to drift into the corridor from somewhere. He would not be able to see the intruder coming at him if enough smoke filled this corridor like the deck above.
 
   “Above!” Stone’s brain screamed and he looked up. Smoke was pouring out of the hole he had cut. He knew he had to do something and do it fast.
 
   The intruder fired another burst at him. Bullets were flying and ricocheting everywhere. One bullet hit his visor and left a streak across it, but it did not shatter. The intruder was definitely closer.
 
   Stone leapt to his feet using all of the muscles his suit could enhance. He jumped to the ceiling and grabbed the edge of the hole with his left hand. He fired his weapon with his right hand, scoring a direct hit on the top of the intruder’s helmet. The intruder dropped lifelessly to the deck.
 
   Stone dropped back to his feet in amazement. That was a stupid stunt and it should not have worked. He knew he was not that good a shot. He even put in extra hours in the shooting range simulator to help, but he just was not good enough to make a snap shot like that.
 
   Stone grinned. “It is true what Grandpa always says: ‘Sometimes it is better to be lucky than good’.”
 
   His plan had been to grab the edge of the hole in the ceiling and vault into the closet above where he could cover the armory hatch without exposing himself to weapons fire from either direction. He only shot at the intruder to force it to back away while Stone scrambled to the deck above. With no living intruders in the corridor, he thought it would be best to protect the hatch from deck eleven.
 
   The intruders had fubar’d the armory lock. Stone didn’t think he could lock it any tighter than they already had, but he still had to guard the armory from any other intruders. He wondered if he could drag the aliens and stack them up as a barricade around the hatch.
 
   A delicate chime sounded in his ears before he was halfway down the passage to the first dead intruder. It reminded him of the doorbell to his grandmother’s stateroom back home aboard the Golden Boulder. The airflow had increased and all of the smoke in the air was sucking into ventilation shafts. A series of bright red lights began flashing along half of the ceiling. The lights past the hole he had cut were not responding.
 
   “Oops,” Stone thought. “I must have cut something. I hope I didn’t get anything too important.”
 
   A booming voice echoing in his helmet interrupting his thoughts. “Stand down. Stand down. Stand down. The exercise is terminated. All of the dead will have their suits re-initiated on my mark: three…two…one…mark. Up and at ‘em, Kaydettes.” Somehow, the voice made the word ‘cadet’ sound like an insult.
 
   Stone watched the four dead ‘alien’ intruders jump to their feet. He knew they were on separate radio frequencies so they could not talk. Not that talking was a good thing anyway. Senior Chief Tsosie had an amazing knack for overhearing what he was not meant to hear.
 
   The four in the weird intruder suits were standing in the arrogant pose adopted by the graduated class of cadets. They were an exalted breed of midshipman cadets who had passed all of their basic courses and were just waiting for assignment in the fleet. As a group, they tended to enjoy hazing un-graduated cadets. So, Stone stood quietly, trying not to be seen.
 
   In a split second, three of the four cadets stood over Stone. Their suits seemed to be bigger than they had been when he shot them. Suddenly, one of the three reached out an arm and slapped the back of Stone’s helmet. The force of the blow pushed him forward into another cadet. That cadet pushed Stone back, slamming him into the bulkhead. Stone was sure the suit would protect him from most serious injuries, but being slammed around still hurt. His chest was already hurting from the explosion on deck twelve and now his backside hurt even more.
 
   The booming voice continued, “All cadets are to report to their respective training bays on the double.” The command was followed by the entire bulkhead opposite the armory hatch rolling up like an automated warehouse door. It opened on to the exercise field at the Empire Naval Training Base on Lazzaroni. The cloudless, sort-of-bluish sky covered the semi-greenish grass.
 
   All four of the cadets in the intruder suits spun on their heels and jumped through the open space, ignoring the fact they must have been forty-five meters from the ground. Stone marveled at the sight for a nano-second. He clamped his jaw shut and he prepared to jump to the ground. He willed himself to keep his heartbeat level and not start the infernal shaking he was prone to when he was scared. He certainly did not want to start the mumbling he caught himself doing when he was nervous.
 
   It was not that Stone was afraid of heights. He had jumped from twice this height, but that had been indoors. It was all of that outside that made him nervous. There was too much openness. He knew if he gritted his teeth he would be able to make the jump, but only because he was in a combat suit. He would not have been able to go into the open air if he had been dressed in just his cadet utility uniform.
 
   The thought of all of that open sky made him queasy. He had been born on the merchant space ship, the Platinum Pebble. His parents had transferred to another family owned freighter, the Golden Boulder when he had been about ten. He had not seen open sky with his own eyes until he was thirteen. Growing up in freighters and on space stations, he had moved from one metal box to the next. Trips to the surface of a planet were not necessary in his family’s space freight business. He could not imagine why people went outside; it just was not natural. It put him into a cold sweat when there was not a ceiling over his head.
 
   All morning he had been inside what was lovingly called ‘Ol’ Dirt Bottom’. He had been inside the training ship many times but this was the first time he finished a training session in an outside corridor or on an upper deck. The facility was designed to emulate a hundred different versions of naval vessels. It could be configured so cadets could train on battle cruisers, patrol boats, carriers, garbage scows or anything else in the navy’s vast array of ships. All of the outside bulkheads rolled up out of the way for easy access and egress on the top seven decks. The bottom seven decks were below ground; accessed by a series of tunnels to various other buildings on the base.
 
   Stone was about to follow the intruder cadets when the Senior Chief’s voice blasted out of his communications unit. “Stone, hold where you are. I am coming down there.”
 
   Stone let out a silent sigh of relief. His time at the training base had been difficult. So far, he had managed to put his fear aside; it was easiest to do when they were training in suits.
 
   He watched streams of cadets bolt out various hatches and connecting passageways to run out into the open and drop to the ground. He could not recognize any of them. About half of them were in standard issue suits and the other half were in an odd assortment of intruder suits. Some of the intruder suits were configurations he had seen, others were not. He knew none of the other cadets could recognize him either, but a few of them waved a hand as they rushed past. A few of the cadets saluted him with an upright middle finger. Either way it did not matter to Stone, he waved back and smiled whether they could see the smile behind his visor or not. Most of them were gone before he could wave back, but he did it anyway.
 
   The streams of cadets slowed to a trickle and then stopped all together before Senior Chief Tsosie marched into the corridor. He was dressed, as always, in immaculate shipboard utilities. He was following three officers: two lieutenants and a full commander.
 
   One of the lieutenants gestured to the open bulkhead. He turned to Senior Chief Tsosie. “Senior Chief, no sense in letting the rest of the base eyeball this mess. Shut ‘er down.”
 
   The Senior Chief replied. “Aye, aye, sir.” He spoke quickly into his communications pick up and the bulkheads came down with a slam.
 
   When the four men were exactly three meters from him, Stone snapped to attention. The visor on his helmet shot up, revealing his face to the men.
 
   Generations had grown up in awe at the pictures of rank upon rank of navy, marine and army personnel standing perfectly still at attention in perfect rows. Most of the viewing public did not realize standard issue suits came with an ‘at attention’ button. Stone could stand for hours without moving, or rather, he could lounge around while the suit was standing at attention for him. The visor would remain down when at attention in the ranks. When personally addressed, the visor was always opened by a quick flick of an almost motionless finger. He was able to drink, eat, or watch a video. He could talk or even play a few video games with any others while at attention if their communications were not being closely monitored.
 
   The Senior Chief gestured at Stone’s helmet. “Lose the headgear, Stone.” The tone of his voice was almost conversational.
 
   Stone popped the helmet off and let it clang to the deck. He remained at attention, but now he had to keep his face rigid.
 
   The commander looked up at the hole and back at Stone. He poked at his personal assistant data pad a few times checking schematics. Finally he spoke, “This is the first time I have ever seen that. You are…?” He looked at Stone.
 
   “Sir, Cadet Blackmon Stone, sir.” Stone replied in a loud, not shouting, voice.
 
   The commander looked at Stone. “Who told you to put a hole in Ol’ Dirt Bottom, Cadet Stone?”
 
   “Sir, no one. It just seemed like the most direct route to get to my duty station, sir.”
 
   “Yeah, it rather was at that," the commander nodded. “Didn’t you give any thought to damaging my ship, Cadet?”
 
   Stone replied, “Sir, no. I mean, yes sir. I did think about it. Nevertheless, I thought that if I didn’t get to the armory before the intruders then the ship might be lost completely, so a little damage would be acceptable. I also kind of hoped that if the ship can repair and change bulkheads that it would be able to repair decks, too. Sir.”
 
   “Well, it doesn’t repair decks,” the commander shook his head. He turned to one of the lieutenants. “Better get a crew down here to fix this and the locks on the armory. The armory locks we expected, but the hole…” His voice trailed away. He looked at the hole, back at Stone and at the hole again. Finally, he just shrugged his shoulders and walked away, followed by his two lieutenants.
 
   “I don’t know what to do with you, boy,” Senior Chief Tsosie looked at Stone. “You were half a step from getting kicked out of this place. Your math skills are abysmal. Your shooting skills, until now, have been horrid. You don’t even seem to fit into the group dynamics, although we can attribute that to young age. I was going to discharge you after training today. I planned on telling you to go home for three or four years to mature a bit and to brush up on your math skills. Then you go and do something like this.”
 
   Stone was shocked. He knew he was not doing as well as he hoped, but he had not imagined he was doing so poorly they were going to kick him out. He wanted to say something, but there was nothing to say.
 
   “The commander is right,” the Senior Chief continued. “I haven’t seen anything like this either. Okay, Stone. Here is the deal. You just brought yourself a reprieve from getting the boot out of here. But, you find someone to help you build some math muscles in your brain, at least enough to get passing grades. You got me?”
 
   “Yes, Senior Chief.”
 
   “You have two more months before your final exams and before you can move to the graduated class of cadets. Then you wait for a possible assignment to the fleet as a midshipman. That is, if we can find a commander who will take you. I will let you graduate if you can keep your act together that long. But I will be watching you closely, Cadet. If you screw up just once, you are gone from here and can go back to whatever stink hole you escaped from.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
   Midshipman Stone nervously looked around the Lazzaroni Space Station Class B boarding area/waiting lounge. He was not nervous about the upcoming shuttle flight or even being on a strange space station. He had been born in space to a space-going, merchant family. All of that was second hand. He was nervous about being seen for the first time in public wearing his new United Empire navy midshipman’s uniform.
 
   He saw a navy full commander sleeping quietly in a chair. The woman had the blood red stripe along the seams of her trousers. That marked her as the captain of a combat vessel. She was protected by a phalanx of junior officers. Stone did see a couple of midshipmen among them, but they were much older than his fifteen years, with openly displayed service badges on their uniforms. That was quite unlike Stone’s new uniform. It was only adorned with brand new rank insignia, his name plate and nothing else. It also seemed everyone in that small group knew each other.
 
   Stone saw a quite a few other officers scattered around from all of the Empire’s military services. Most of the officers were napping, reading, or even trying to work. Even though he was technically a naval officer, he had been told at great length, that he was an officer in name only. As a lowly midshipman, he was a worm. True, he was a step above enlisted worm food, but he was at the bottom of the officer food chain. Being an officer, even in name only, did give him access to the Class B boarding area on this station.
 
   He might as well have been invisible to the other officers around him. Stone grabbed an empty seat near the arrivals and departure display. He sat back to watch the coming and going of the ships and passengers. His duffel bag sat in the seat next to him. It was stuffed with everything he owned. Everything except his shares of the family trust he had left in the care of his mother.
 
   The Class B area was nicer than Stone was familiar with using. Family policy was that when someone was waiting for transport between family ships or just travelling anywhere on business, if it did not help generate revue for the family, then it just was not done. Not that his family ever relegated any of their business travelers to the free Class E lounges. It was normally deemed sufficient to wait in the food court until your flight was called or pay the minimal charges for Class C or D waiting areas, depending on the length of the anticipated wait.
 
   Stone felt almost decadent sitting in the overstuffed chair. However, he had been assured by the station’s automated information attendant that his status as an officer, no matter how lowly, would gain him access to any lounge except Class A. That rarified waiting area was maintained for the truly wealthy and those with ranks of admiral and higher.
 
   Arrivals and departures were grouped together as ships tended to cluster into convoys. It provided only minimal protection against Hyrocanian raiding parties. Any type of naval movement collected a cluster of attendant ships hoping for whatever protection the navy could offer. Stone’s shuttle was delayed as his ship, the United Empire Navy ship Periodontitis had arrived in the system, but it had not yet reached the docks.
 
   Stone was only slightly disconcerted to be sent to a ship named after a disease. With hundreds of thousands of naval ships in the Empire, it was only a matter of morale that they bothered to name their ships at all.
 
   He was really glad to have been assigned to a ship. He would have been equally happy to have been assigned to a station. He would have accepted a posting to a planetary station. He would not have been happy about an open air assignment, but he would have gone. Anything was better than being passed over for an assignment.
 
   A cadet ‘graduated’ from midshipmen training upon passing all classes and courses. Then a cadet had to be accepted for an assignment. A cadet stayed in training until he got a posting if there was not an available assignment. Sometimes the bottom of a class could languish in a completed but graduated status for months. Stone had been at the bottom of his class. He had fully expected to continue to repeat classes and training, working to improve his scores while he waited until some commander was willing to take him. Senior Chief Tsosie seemed to be more surprised than Stone when he graduated with a shipboard posting ahead of most of his classmates.
 
   He stretched and looked around; realizing the waiting area was becoming full, but no ship arrivals or departures were on the callboard. There were very few empty seats left. He was sure if the Class B waiting area was full, then C and D would be even tighter. Class E did not have seats to begin with so it must be a complete zoo by now.
 
   He spotted a small group of marine officers swagger into the area. True to marine type, all four of the officers were huge, with massive necks and well defined muscles barely contained in their marine black utilities. Stone had not even considered joining the marines as his five foot seven was well short of the height minimum of six foot two.
 
   A marine major led his three companions straight toward Stone. The major was the shortest of the four, but by no means was he the smallest. The female marine officer was well over the height requirements, but not quite as massive as the others, still she was almost twice Stone’s size.
 
   Stone grabbed his duffel and set it on the deck next to his feet. There were not two seats together in the whole waiting room, much less four. The marines did not split apart. They stopped directly in front of him and the elderly couple setting next to Stone.
 
   The major dropped into the seat Stone had just cleared of his duffel. He smiled coldly at Stone, but said nothing. The other three stood quietly looking down at Stone and the old couple.
 
   Stone looked up at the female first lieutenant towering over him. She did not say anything. Stone stood and stretched. Smiling up at the woman he said, “Lieutenant, it seems I have been sitting far too long and have gotten a little bit stiff. Perhaps you would care to take my chair?”
 
   The woman folded herself into the seat with a snort. She replied, “A little stiff is all a shrimp like you could manage anyway, Midshipman.” She managed to spit the rank out as if it were an insult.
 
   The two remaining officers were both second lieutenants. They continued to stare at the older couple, who began to gather their belongings together.
 
   “Major, I protest the actions of your men,” Stone said.
 
   The nearest second lieutenant spun to face Stone and began, “Excuse me? I don’t-”
 
   “Enough, Heller,” the major interrupted. “This young man is an officer, not much of one, but an officer none-the-less. Let’s give him enough rope to hang himself.”
 
   The old man started to stand up, but Stone waived him back down. “That is alright, Signore. You and your wife’s seats will not be taken from you. You may remain comfortable.”
 
   He read each officer’s name tag and turned back to the major. “Sir, I voluntarily gave my seat to First Lieutenant Vedrian as she appears to be delicate and in need of a rest.” This brought loud laughter from everyone nearby listening. The loudest guffaws came from the major and the two second lieutenants. 
 
   First Lieutenant Vedrian smiled, but it was a tight lipped smile.
 
   “However, Major Numos,” Stone continued. “I must point out that Second Lieutenants Hammermill and Heller are attempting to procure seats through intimidation. That is unacceptable behavior. Certainly considering that both of your companions appear better able than this couple to park their backsides on the deck. Don’t you agree, sir?”
 
   The brief laughter in the area was stilled by glares from the marines.
 
   “I do not agree,” Major Numos replied. “As marines in the service of the Empire we place our lives on the line to protect these civilians, young and old. We deserve a little comfort and respect.”
 
   “Major Numos, I agree whole heartedly,” Stone nodded. “Believe me, I do respect anyone who has lived long enough in the marines to achieve the rank of major.” He smiled shyly at Lieutenant Vedrian. “Even the rank of first lieutenant is an achievement I doubt that I could attain. However, sir, I believe comfort and respect should be given in gratitude. They should not be taken from those who are weaker.”
 
   The old gentleman levered himself slowly out of his seat. “I don’t want to be a bother.”
 
   “Good,” Heller said. “Then get out of my way. My feet hurt.”
 
   “Stop it, Second Lieutenant Heller,” Stone said in the loudest parade ground voice he could muster. “This couple is under my protection and they shall retain their seats.” Unfortunately his voice took the opportunity to crack.
 
   The marines laughed.
 
   Heller turned. He was almost a foot taller than Stone. “What are you going to do about it, Midshipman? I am outranked by the major, by Vedrian and by Hammermill, but I outrank you by so far you can’t even see me. Not to mention I could pound you to hamburger before you could bat an eye.”
 
   “Maybe you could pound me and maybe you couldn’t,” Stone smiled easily up at the marine. “Someday we may have to see, but not right now.” He turned his back on Heller and faced the major. “Sir, can you can keep your dog on his leash for two minutes?”
 
   Major Numos grinned and glanced at Stone’s uniform checking the nametag, “Why not? Heller, we give Midshipman Stone two minutes. If we are not both satisfied he has a right to those two seats then you will have my express permission to beat the ever-lovin’ bejeezus out of this young pup. How does that sound to you, Midshipman?”
 
   “That will be fine, Major,” Stone grinned. “If I don’t convince you that I have a right to those two seats, then I will try not to hurt Second Lieutenant Heller too badly. But, I should only need about half that time.”
 
   He turned to the old gentleman. “Signore, may I ask your name?
 
   “I am Vedrus Aldamani and this is my wife of forty years, Emiline,” the old gentleman replied.
 
   Stone bowed slightly at the waist. “I am pleased to meet you Signore Aldamani, and it is an honor to meet the Signora, also.”
 
   “Enough of the pleasantries,” Heller spat. “We have a long wait until our ship gets here and I am tired of standing.”
 
   Stone spat back. “Sir! Shut up or I will knock you on your can.”
 
   Heller sputtered, but before he could speak, Stone turned back to the Mr. Aldamani. “Signore, if I may ask, when did you graduate from the naval academy?”
 
   Aldamani straightened slightly, “I graduated third in my class from the United Empire Navy Academy on Christ Church in the Orion Sector forty years ago. It was one day before I married my Emiline. How did you know I went to one of the navy academies?”
 
   Stone smiled and pointed at the man’s hand. “You still wear your ring, Signore. And if I may ask another question and this one is quite personal?” At Aldamani’s nod he continued “When did you lose your leg?”
 
   “Ah, you saw that too did you? Good eyes, son,” Aldamani smiled. “It fools almost everyone these days.”
 
   “My Uncle Sten has a prosthetic one just like it,” Stone smiled back. “And he levers himself out of a chair the same way you do. But Uncle Sten’s leg is a plasticrete civilian model, not the government issue titanium model like yours. So, I assume you lost the leg in the service to the Emperor?”
 
   Aldamani nodded, “I lost this leg in the war against the Alarii while I was the first officer of the U.E.N.S. heavy cruiser Spartan.”
 
   Stone whipped back to Major Numos. “Sir, I submit that this gentleman has earned this seat and the one for his wife also, by reason of his service to the Empire. If that is not reason enough for you, I will gladly submit to honorable combat against any one or all four of you.”
 
   “I am first, Midshipman,” Heller said. “And I don’t care how many of your swabbie buddies you call over here.”
 
   “I am sorry, Lieutenant Heller,” Stone shook his head. “I don’t have any navy buddies. This will just have to be between us, assuming you can stand the humiliation of being beaten in a fair fight by a…what did Lieutenant Vedrian say…a shrimp like me?”
 
   Major Numos said, “Hold up, Heller. If Midshipman Stone can park his rear end on the cold deck, then you and Hammermill can do the same, after you apologize to the Aldamanis.”
 
   Stone smiled at the Aldamanis and gave them another bow, this time deeply from the waist as his mother had taught him to do in the presence of honored elders. As the old man sat, the couple smiled their thanks, took each other’s hands and leaned together for comfort.
 
   Stone sighed and grabbed his duffel bag, prepared to go find a clear, out of the way space on the deck. Major Numos held up a hand to stop him. He pointed at the deck near his feet. Hammermill and Heller dropped to the deck on either side of Stone. Stone plopped down his duffel bag and settled heavily onto it with a sigh. Into the uncomfortable silence he said “Sir, thank you.”
 
   First Lieutenant Vedrian spoke in an oddly sweet voice for such a massive woman, “Midshipman Stone, I am sure that Hell-and-Back is dying to ask you why you were so confident in taking him on in a fair fight, but he is too shy to ask.”
 
   Hammermill reached across Stone and slapped Heller across the back of the head. “Shy? The day that Hell-Pless turns shy is the day that I turn in my pecker.”
 
   Vedrian snorted, “From what I hear, Hammer, your pecker don’t do you much good anyway. So what do you say, navy? Why do you think you could take on Hell and come out a winner?”
 
   “Winner?” Stone replied with a grin. “Lieutenant Vedrian, I don’t think I could stand up to just one of Lieutenant Heller punches. Even if he missed, the wind would most likely knock me down.” Heller frowned amid the laughter from the other three marines, then a grin broke his face and he guffawed the loudest of the bunch.
 
   Major Numos caught his breath and said, “Remind me not to play poker with you, boy. I was about half convinced that you must be some kind of super-sailor. Most full grown navy types wouldn’t think of taking on a marine in a one-on-one fight, much less four-to-one.”
 
   “Sir, I wouldn’t know about other navy types. I haven’t met too many outside of basic training and midshipman training school,” Stone said.
 
   “I didn’t think you had been in very long. When did you get your commission, son?” Major Numos asked.
 
   Stone glanced over his shoulder at the clock on the arrival and departure board, “Well, Major Numos, I earned my commission and took my midshipman oath about seven hours ago. So far my navy career has been to catch a shuttle up to the station and wait around here for my next ride.”
 
   Lieutenant Vedrian laughed, “You are new at this. No wonder you weren’t afraid to take on the marines. You haven’t been around long enough to know any better.”
 
   Stone shook his head. “No, Lieutenant Vedrian. I was certainly scared to take on the marines. Anyone in their right mind would be, but what is right is right. Grandma would skin me alive if she ever heard I backed down from a fight just because I might lose.”
 
   “Grandma sounds like a marine,” Heller said.
 
   “No, sir,” Stone replied. “She is just a common merchant sailor, but from what Grandpa says, when she isn’t listening that is, she took on her share of marines in bars from everywhere to the back of beyond and home again.”
 
   “Where are you bound for, Midshipman?” Major Numos asked.
 
   “I have been assigned to the U.E.N.S. Periodontitis, sir. Beyond that I don’t know. The disbursement officer didn’t tell me if I was being permanently stationed on the Periodontitis or if it is just my transport to my duty station. He just told me to hustle up here so I didn’t miss the ship.”
 
   “Typical REMF,” Heller laughed.
 
   Stone looked confused, “REMF, sir?”
 
   Heller said, “R.E.M.F. Rear Echelon Mother F-”
 
   “That’s enough, Helmet-Head,” Major Numos interrupted. “Let’s just say the officer in question was an office weenie and let it go at that, shall we?”
 
   “Thank you, Major. My ears have never heard anything quite like that before,” Stone grinned.
 
   Major Numos laughed, “It isn’t for you, Midshipman. It is for the Aldamanis. I am sure they have heard marines talking before, but we are supposed to be officers and gentlemen as well.” He nodded to Signora Aldamani.
 
   “Major, may I ask where you are headed?” Stone asked.
 
   Lieutenant Vedrian answered with a grimace as if she tasted something cold and bitter, “It is an unhappy coincidence that we are also headed for the Ol’ Toothless.”
 
   “Toothless, sir?” He asked.
 
   She nodded. “You haven’t had time to look up the disease periodontitis? All of the fleet calls it the Ol’ Toothless. Not just because of the disease, but from the scuttlebutt the weapons are so-”
 
   “We don’t discuss that here, Vedrian,” Major Numos interrupted. “Put a lid on it.”
 
   “Well, anyway being on a ship called the Ol’ Toothless still beats being on a ship named after diarrhea or syphilis. You know what those nicknames are!” Hammermill said with a laugh.
 
   Signore Aldamani interjected, “Forgive me, but the Periodontitis is a fine ship from what I have been told. Our son is a first lieutenant stationed on her as a procurement officer. He only had good things to say about her and her admiral.”
 
   “Quite right, Signore,” Major Numos nodded. “Forgive us. We did not mean any disrespect to you or your son. It is just that marines often find it hard to be stationed on warehouse ships.”
 
   “Major, how does that happen?” Stone asked. “I know the Periodontitis is a warehouse and supply ship because of the name. What I mean is how do marines get stationed on a non-combat ship?”
 
   Signore Aldamani answered, “Midshipman Stone, every vessel in the Emperor’s fleet is a fighting ship, regardless of her normal duties. It would do you well to remember that.”
 
   Stone blushed and replied, “Yes, Signore. Thank you. I will remember that.”
 
   Major Numos smiled. “Although what Signore Aldamani says is true, marines are put on warehouse and supply ships because we are some of the parts and supplies that are warehoused and supplied from said ships. The Ol’ Toothless carries a marine unit in reserve and dispenses it as needed. We four officers are assigned to this particular ship to keep control of the marines in transit. Believe me; no one likes what happens when marines get bored.”
 
   “Well, I don’t imagine that is a pleasant sight,” Stone replied with a chuckle.
 
   Vedrian said, “Hey! I resent that. I’ve been a bored marine and I am not all that unpleasant to look at.”
 
   All four of the marines laughed.
 
   “Yeah, ‘In-Bed-Again’ Vedrian, beauty queen of the mud marines,” Hammermill said.
 
   Stone smiled, “If the lieutenant wouldn’t mind, I would say she is very attractive. She is very scary, but attractive.”
 
   “Ha! See there, you mutts,” Vedrian laughed. “Even the navy recognizes beauty when they sees it.”
 
   Hammermill gave Stone a friendly poke in the ribs, “He is a midshipman, Vedrian. He doesn’t know anything yet. He is so new he is still confused.”
 
   Heller gave Stone a friendly poke in the ribs on the other side, “Yeah, maybe we should get him up into marine country to teach him some things since we are going to be on the same ship.”
 
   Stone rubbed his ribs. He was sure they would be bruised in the morning. “Well, sir. I don’t know whether my station is permanently on the Periodontitis or if I am just getting a lift. I don’t know how much time I will have. But, I would like to see around the ship as much as possible, so yes, I would like to see marine country.”
 
   Major Numos nodded. “It is always best to learn as much as you can about any ship you are on, no matter how long you plan on being there. The Ol’ Toothless is a bit old as warehouse and supply ships go, but it is still one of the biggest ships in the fleet. So, Midshipman, it will take a lot of learning on your part.”
 
   “How big is it, Major?” Stone asked.
 
   “It is half again bigger than this whole station,” Major Numos replied. “And that is big, as this station is one of the biggest in this sector of space. I believe most of the military people in this area are waiting on the Ol’ Toothless. The other ships listed on the tote board are mostly civilian ships or smaller military craft.”
 
   Stone asked, “Sir, how is the Periodontitis going to dock with the station if she is that big?”
 
   Hammermill tapped Stone good naturedly on the back of his head, rattling his teeth. “Mister Moron Midshipman, ships that size can dock, but they generally just send us a small fleet of shuttle craft. That way us marines won’t have to ride with you navy types and contaminate you.”
 
   Stone rubbed the back of his head, “I don’t get you, Lieutenant. How could you contaminate the navy?”
 
   “Didn’t you know, Stone? We don’t get along,” Vedrian replied with a laughed.
 
   Major Numos stood abruptly. “That’ll do, marines. According to the tote board we have about ten minutes before we saddle up. Empty your bladders now, people. Then, let’s get all of the leathernecks together by the back bulkhead.”
 
   Without so much as a goodbye, they were gone.
 
   Signore Aldamani spoke up. “Midshipman Stone, I don’t want to step on your toes as you have been very kind to us. However, if I might say, some people in the navy frown on fraternization with marines. It might not be a good career move to be too friendly with them, if you get my meaning.”
 
   “I understand, Signore,” Stone nodded. “I am not sure I agree, but I do understand.”
 
   “I would have hoped things had changed since my time in the navy, but tradition will hold out. And speaking of which, when your shuttle is called, hold back. There isn’t any sense in rushing down to get on board. Tradition says you board your vessel by rank, so I imagine you will be sitting in the last seat of the last row of the last shuttle designated for officers.”
 
   “I believe you might be right, sir. Thank you,” Stone smiled.
 
   Signora Aldamani spoke, “Please don’t be shy about looking up our son when you get on board your ship. I am sure he can be a big help if you need anything.”
 
   A new voice caused Stone to look up. “Midshipman Stone? Get on your feet, Mister Stone.” A tall, somewhat heavy junior ensign stood over Stone.
 
   “Aye, aye, sir.” Stone scrambled to his feet.
 
   The junior ensign said, “We are on the same shuttle. I require you to carry my luggage aboard.” He dropped his duffel at Stone’s feet. “Maybe carrying a little extra baggage will teach you not to play patty-cakes with the grunts.” The man turned and walked away without another word.
 
   Stone replied anyway. “Aye, aye, Ensign.”
 
   A second lieutenant stepped up to Stone and dropped his duffle bag. “You should also have reported in when you came into the area.”
 
   “Yes, Lieutenant, but my orders said to report in to the duty officer on the Periodontitis. Who should I have reported to here, sir?”
 
   The lieutenant snapped back, “You should have hunted down the highest ranking navy officer in the room to see if he needed anything.”
 
   Another lieutenant dropped his luggage on the small pile at Stone’s feet. “For that matter, Midshipman, you should have presented yourself to every naval officer in the room to see if you could have been some service to anyone. Now, you can carry my luggage as well.”
 
   Other ensigns and second lieutenants lined up to drop off their bags and duffels. Each officer gave Stone some small piece of ‘advice’. In short order, there was a fairly large pile of bags.
 
   The last officer balanced a backpack on the top of the pile. He said, “Midshipman Stone, if this bag doesn’t get aboard the Periodontitis or is scuffed up in any way, I will see that you will spend your entire career in the navy moving boxes around in a warehouse.” The man leaned in close, “I mean it, Mister. Don’t screw this up or I can guarantee that you will end up on third watch in the most boring warehouse position I can find for you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
   Stone looked at the pile of luggage stacked around him. He sighed, nodded to the Aldamanis, and left the waiting room. He trotted slowly down the corridor heading to the main hall, checking each side hallway as he went.
 
   He spotted what he was looking for and skidded to a stop. Lined against the bulkhead was a row of luggage carts. He popped open a small access panel in the front of the second cart, unspooled a thin cord and plugged it into a port on the back of the first cart. He then slaved a third cart to the second. He calculated he would only need three carts, still, he slaved in a fourth cart. He had been taught at an early age that when moving cargo, you can never have enough loaders, carts, tie downs or extra hands.
 
   Stone grabbed the controller for the first cart and powered on all four carts. With a quiet hum, they rose as one and hovered easily. He noticed the second cart had a slight list to the starboard, but since he would not be using it for long it would be serviceable. Any such defects on his family’s ships would cause a write up and the cart would be immediately sent to maintenance. He guided his small train back along the corridor. He did not realize he was humming in harmony with the carts. This was an activity he was used to doing, unlike most of the things the navy had been trying to teach him in the past months.
 
   He slid the carts to an easy stop next to the pile of luggage that had grown slightly in his brief absence. Most of the military personnel had cleared the area except the cluster of marines along the back bulkhead.
 
   Signore Aldamani smiled at Stone. “I didn’t know those carts could be tied together. That is a pretty handy trick, Mister Stone,” He said.
 
   “Thank you, Signore Aldamani. The real trick is going to be getting all of these bags stacked on the carts. I don’t suppose my shuttle will leave without me. After all, they wouldn’t dare take off without their junior-most midshipman.” He smiled.
 
   Aldamani stood. “Well, Mister Stone, I may be old, but I am not so old that I can’t toss a few bags. Let me give you a hand.” His eyes suddenly flicked to look behind Stone.
 
   Stone ducked and spun about. Major Numos and about thirty marine officers had stopped behind Stone. He had not heard a thing.
 
   “Pretty quick reflexes, son,” Major Numos said. “It was not quite good enough to catch a marine, but impressive enough.” He grabbed a duffel bag from the pile and tossed it onto the luggage cart and walked away. Each marine grabbed a bag from the pile, tossed it onto a cart and walked away.
 
   First Lieutenant Vedrian grinned at Stone and gave him a quick wink as she tossed a duffel on the pile. They ran out of luggage before the last of the marines filed by, so the last few marines rearranged some of the baggage, balancing the loads.
 
   “Wow! Thanks, marines,” Stone said.
 
   Second Lieutenant Hammermill was the second to last marine in line. He nodded at Stone and said, “That should do it, navy. Get a move on or you are going to miss your shuttle.”
 
   “Aye, aye, sir. Please convey my thanks to Major Numos.”
 
   Hammermill shook his head, “Nose wet, navy. Marines are used to doing the heavy lifting.”
 
   Stone turned to say his goodbyes to the Aldamanis, but the couple was hurrying off to hug a first lieutenant coming down the shuttle boarding ramps. He turned back to Hammermill, but the man was hurrying to catch up to the rest of the marines as they disappeared up a ramp.
 
   Stone dialed the power up a bit on the carts and listened to their attendant hum. With the weight change they had picked up a higher note, except the second cart seemed to be slightly off key. It would definitely have been taken out of service on a Stone Freight Company ship.
 
   He hummed along as he guided his train up the ramp and down the long corridor listed on his boarding sheet. The corridor stretched before him. It was turning into a longer walk than he had expected. He spun on his heels, jumped into the air and landed on the first cart’s front edge. There wasn’t much room to sit on a commercial cart, but there was room enough for his skinny fanny.
 
   Once off his feet, he was able to dial up the speed of the carts and move at a pace faster than he could run. He even managed to overtake a few of the navy officers moving along the same corridor. Each time he slowed just enough to give the officer a chance to climb aboard one of the carts.
 
   He had all four carts crammed with a full load by the time he reached the end of the corridor. The weight was not a problem, but there were men and woman hanging all over the four carts. Finally, he eased the power back to a stop when he came upon two enlisted ratings, who were checking boarding sheets and guiding officers to their various shuttles.
 
   Stone waited until all of the other officers had been directed away before he stepped up to the Master Chief who seemed to be in charge.
 
   “Excuse me, Master Chief. I am-.”
 
   “Yeah, I know who you are,” she interrupted. “You are Midshipman Blackmon Perry Stone. Sorry, Mister Stone but you have just been bumped off your shuttle, by a late arriving junior ensign.”
 
   Stone nodded. “Okay, Chief, I guess I can live with that. However, most of this luggage belongs to the officers getting on those shuttles.”
 
   “Mister Stone, giving luggage to the lowest ranking officer happens all the time. Only the smart ones bother to get a cart.” The Master Chief said with a wide grin.
 
   “How would someone get a pile moved this big without a cart?” Stone frowned.
 
   The Master Chief grinned bigger, “Well, most of the time it is just an extra bag or two. Pardon me for saying so, Mister Stone, but you must have done something to irritate the higher ups.”
 
   Stone nodded his head, “Yes, I do seem to have that talent.”
 
   The Master Chief laughed out right. “Well, Mister Stone, you still got the better of them. Not only are you the first midshipman I have ever seen who knew how to tag the carts together, you’re the first I ever saw actually riding on the cart. Plus, you may have earned yourself a few brownie points by giving the others rides. Say, we could lose a few of these bags for you, Mister Stone? If you want?”
 
   Stone grinned back. “No, Master Chief. I don’t think that will be necessary. Would you point me to where these bags should be loaded?”
 
   “Of course, Mister Stone, however as an officer you do have another way to load these. May I?” Without waiting for a response from Stone, the Master Chief turned and bellowed. “Hey Kaliban! Grab seven other guys and hustle your cans over here. No, I don’t care who you grab. Get some F.N.G.s waiting to board. Don’t you worry, Mister Stone, we’ll get ‘em all loaded and stored proper.”
 
   Stone handed the controller to a spacer and grabbed his own duffel off the cart as it whisked away.
 
   “Thank you, Master Chief. Since I have been bumped off my shuttle, may I ask where I should wait for my ride?”
 
   “Well, Mister Stone. That would be up to you. However, if I may offer some advice?”
 
   “Master Chief, I would be grateful for any advice you can offer.”
 
   “As I see it, you are an officer. You have a right to ride with other officers, but those shuttles carrying naval officers are full, as are the shuttles carrying officers from the other services. So, you can order me to call the Ol’ Toothless and have them send a shuttle for just you. That, by the way, is not a good option and I can guarantee it will piss off the old man. Admiral Shalako is a good captain, but sending a shuttle for one lone midshipman does seem like a bit of a waste, even to me.”
 
   Stone nodded, “I agree, Master Chief. What other options do I have?”
 
   The Master Chief looked thoughtful. “Well, Mister Stone, you could ride up in a cargo hauler, but since they are not pressurized and don’t carry atmosphere, I wouldn’t recommend it. What I do recommend is that you follow me and I will get you on a shuttle for NCOs; that is, if you don’t mind riding with the lowly, hairy-legged swine?”
 
   “I do not mind at all, Master Chief. Lead on, if you please.”
 
   “Aye, aye, Mister Stone.” At Stone’s look the Master Chief stopped. “What?”
 
   “That is the first time anyone has ever said ‘aye, aye’ to me. It kind of startled me at first,” Stone said.
 
   “I suggest, Mister Stone, that you get used to new things. If you freeze up every time something new happens to you, you are in for a bad time in the Emperor’s navy. It will all be new, so learn to roll with the changes. Got it, son?”
 
   “Yes, Master Chief. It won’t happen again. Lead on, if you please.”
 
   “Aye, aye, Mister Stone.”
 
   Stone followed the Master Chief along a row of ramps, each leading to a shuttle. About halfway down, the Master Chief motioned to a Spacer Third Class standing at the head of a ramp.
 
   The Master Chief said, “You go with this spacer, Mister Stone. She will get you to the Ol’ Toothless.” Without waiting for a response, the woman turned and sprinted back to her post, shouting at spacers all along the way.
 
   “This away here, Mister Stone,” the spacer said. “You just go ahead and drop your stuff. I will get it in the luggage hold for you.”
 
   Stone followed along, trying hard to think of the slender, blonde girl ahead of him as just a common spacer, and not as the prettiest young woman he had seen in months. She was also the first navy person he had seen who was about his age.
 
   He had been repeatedly and loudly warned there was a vast gulf between midshipmen and enlisted. He had also been told there was a vast gulf between other navy officers and midshipmen. Those vast gulfs were not meant to be spanned. He had taken many classes in the last few months during basic training about sexual harassment and how to treat the opposite sex, both those of the same rank and those who were not. He had repeated each of those classes during midshipman training.
 
   None-the-less, watching the girl’s swaying backside ahead of him, Stone felt the beginnings of an erection. His training officers had sworn he could learn to control the physical reflex, but none of the techniques they taught him were coming to mind. The more he tried to think of something else the worse his problem became. His only hope would be that either his pants were tight enough to hide what was going on, or that he could sneak on board the shuttle without anyone noticing.
 
   “Officer on deck,” the spacer shouted.
 
   Stone snapped to attention in the doorway of the shuttle as every seat emptied with the occupant rising rapidly to their feet. Stone realized everyone was looking at him. There were a few snickers, but no one said anything.
 
   A senior NCO in the front row leaned over to Stone. She said in a low voice that only he could here, “As you were, Mister.”
 
   “What? I mean, I beg your pardon, Chief?” Stone looked startled.
 
   “That is what you say, Midshipman,” she said. “Just say, ‘As you were.’ I will take care of the rest.”
 
   “As you were,” Stone said.
 
   The chief turned about and faced the shuttle. “Okay people. We have to make room for the midshipman. We still have an empty row in the back?”
 
   Stone nodded and started to head down the aisle. The chief put a hand on his chest to halt his progress. She glanced down at his chest to read the name tag. “Just a second, Mister Stone. We’ll get you sorted out quickly enough.”
 
   Stone’s erection was getting worse. The chief was old enough to be his mother, but she was female and her touch re-excited him. He blushed and wanted to turn around, but he knew that young blonde was just behind him. Suddenly, the Chief stepped in front of him, completely blocking everyone’s view of him. She began shuffling people in their seats.
 
   The young blonde spacer tapped him on the shoulder, “Good luck, Mister. I gotta go get your luggage on board.”
 
   “Thank you, Spacer Third Class,” Stone managed to stutter back.
 
   The Chief had managed to move everyone back a row, maintaining the rank discipline. The lowest ranking NCO was still in the back and rising in rating until they reached her seat, which was now in the second row, instead of the first.
 
   Stone had all four seats open on either side of the aisle. He plopped himself down in the port side window seat. The Chief leaned over the seat and tapped him on the shoulder.
 
   “Pardon me, Mister Stone? Would you like to take command of the shuttle cabin or would you like me to handle it?” It was obvious from her tone what her choice would be.
 
   Stone agreed whole-heartedly. “If you please, Chief. Since you have already established command, I suggest that you continue.”
 
   “Thank you, Mister. I suggest you buckle yourself in. We are going to lift off pretty soon and it is best to get strapped down now. If you need help with it…” Her voice trailed off.
 
   “No thank you, Chief. I am sure I can manage a five point seat restraint.”
 
   Stone snapped himself in tightly, closed his eyes and tried to work math problems in his head. He had just managed to control his thinking enough that his erection was beginning to subside, when the young blonde spacer stepped aboard. She reached down and grabbed the seat restraint buckle in his lap. She gave a quick tug, making sure it was snapped into place and then moved on back down the aisle.
 
   The chief shouted over the murmur of voices. “Okay people, the pilot has just told me that the officer’s shuttles have started to depart. We should be right behind them. It is a short ride to the Ol’ Toothless, so let’s just relax and don’t get too rowdy.” She leaned over the seat back and tapped Stone on the shoulder. “If you need anything, Mister Stone, you just let me or the spacer know, okay?”
 
   Stone could only nod. His erection was making it hard to think. He knew what help he wanted, but he sure could not ask for that kind of help and there wasn’t anywhere on the shuttle he could be alone.
 
   The chief’s voice floated to him from her seat. “Oh, crap on a breadstick. Alright people. We have a slight delay. The pilot says we aren’t going anywhere for a while, so just relax.
 
   Stone closed his eyes and tried to recite the multiplication tables.
 
   He awoke with a start, hearing his name called over some loud speakers through the open hatchway. The Chief leaned over the seatback and tapped him on the shoulder. “Did you have a nice nap, Mister Stone?”
 
   “Nap? I guess I fell asleep,” Stone replied. He shook his head to clear the cobwebs and rubbed his eyes.
 
   The Chief nodded. “Yes, Mister Stone, you slept right through the whole flight. We are already docked inside the shuttle bay on the Periodontitis. Now, us lowly NCO types can’t get out until you do, so I suggest you get a move on. It also sounds like someone is looking for you and that someone sounds well and truly pissed.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
   “Midshipman, you can’t be as stupid as these reports indicate.” Second Lieutenant Vaarhoo spat at Stone. Vaarhoo was waiving a data pad at Stone, whipping it past his face too fast to read. “Well, are you?”
 
   Stone tried to think of an answer. He would sound argumentative if he answered ‘No’. He would admit to being stupid if he answered ‘Yes’. Either response would cause this mentoring session to become longer and more detailed, listing every error and mistake he had made since his last session with Lieutenant Vaarhoo. After three months of these sessions Stone had yet to discover how to respond to his supervisor’s questions. He knew the best response would be to remain silent and continue to stand at attention.
 
   “Sir-” Stone began, against his better self-advice.
 
   “Shut up, Stone.” Vaarhoo bellowed. “I am really tired of your excuses. These counseling sessions don’t seem to do you any good, plus they make me late for lunch.”
 
   Stone tried to work up sympathy for Vaarhoo being late for lunch. Since he was assigned to third watch warehouse duty, any meeting with his mentor/counselor in the middle of Vaarhoo’s day was effectively in the middle of Stone’s sleep cycle.
 
   “I don’t understand it, Midshipman. Third watch productivity schedules are down since you took over. You have some good crewmen on third watch. Petty Officer First Class Watkins is your senior enlisted crewman. He has been a warehouse tech on third watch for longer than I have been on this ship. If you can’t get the minimum amount of work done, then just get out of his way and let Watkins do your work for you.”
 
   Stone stood still. This was a topic he had heard at every other counseling session. It was a waste of time trying to explain that PO Watkins was a lazy screw-up even on those rare occasions when he was sober.
 
   “Your personal studies are not improving in the least.” Vaarhoo shook his head in disgust. “This reflects very badly on me. As your tutor, your failure has an impact on my success. So, I am going to wipe every study record back to the first day you came on board. You are going to start over again.”
 
   Stone groaned out loud the first time Vaarhoo wiped his record. The second time he just frowned. This time he just stood still, willing his face to not show any emotion.
 
   Vaarhoo’s tutoring sessions boiled down to no more than giving Stone study slips and sending him to the ship’s library to review self-study lessons. Of course, all study was to be done during Stone’s off watch time. Stone realized early that Vaarhoo’s study-slips were seldom relevant to any current course of study, but the ship’s computer recorded all study material he used and the time he spent. It also reported it all back to Vaarhoo.
 
   He tried to pull more helpful self study lessons, but the computer reported it back to Vaarhoo causing an extra counseling session about insubordination and obedience to lawfully given instruction. Stone had to check the items on the study slips from the library and work through them whether they were relevant or not.
 
   Vaarhoo continued, “This evaluation on your crew’s response to the last general quarters drill is beyond failure even for you. I know you understand what is required, yet your crew failed so miserably that our entire section was in jeopardy of a non-response rating.”
 
   Stone stood still. Even trying to explain was worse than useless. He knew his crew played a pivotal role in any general quarters drill. It was important but it was also an easy station where all he had to do was supervise his crew as they dialed up munitions from warehouse storage and put it in transport tubes to supply gun crews as needed.
 
   “You were unable to even supply the barest minimum of munitions to the gun crews. If the Periodontitis has been really attacked by Hyrocanian forces we would all be dead by now and it would be your fault.”
 
   Stone decided it was not prudent to mention that his crew was only one of a hundred munitions feed crew stations based around the massive warehouse ship. It would even be more imprudent to mention that over half his crew of twelve had been granted leave, were on weekend passes or away at special training classes. The crewmen losses had been initiated and approved by Vaarhoo without any input from Stone. Two of the remaining crew had reported to sickbay at the start of their shift.
 
   Stone had been left with four ratings. Trying to explain that general quarters munitions feed station #97 could not be manned by any less than eight crewmen would not have helped Stone’s case with Vaarhoo. He kept his mouth closed while Vaarhoo ranted.
 
   Remaining quiet seemed to be working as it appeared the lieutenant was winding down. Stone resolved to do two things. The first was to continue to keep his mouth shut. The second was to find a way to improve his personal study scores. He knew that if Vaarhoo could not or would not teach him, he would need to find someone to help him get the right study slips. He would still have to work through what Vaarhoo gave him, but he might as well put in more study time. He didn’t have anything else to do.
 
   Stone would have asked a fellow midshipman for help or advice, but he had not developed any relationships close enough to trust them to ask for help. Any such conversation might sound as if he was complaining about his direct supervisor. Stone would be in worse trouble if that leaked back to Vaarhoo.
 
   He was separated from most of the midshipmen on the Periodontitis by a number of factors. Most of the midshipmen on board as were older than Stone. He recently celebrated his sixteenth birthday, but he was still five or six years younger than most midshipmen. He was the only midshipman assigned to his duty location on third watch. He was also so new to the ship most of the other midshipmen were attached to cliques well before he arrived on board.
 
   On other ships in the Empire’s navy, he might have had bunkmates he could have trusted with his troubles, but the Periodontitis was so huge and roomy that even midshipmen were afforded private rooms. He had not gotten to know any of the midshipmen living on the same corridor; mainly because they all seemed to work first watch in the central tower.
 
   The ship was designed around a central core that looked like a tube or cylinder with one rounded end. This tube was approximately sixteen kilometers long with a diameter almost half of its own length. The central tower housed all command and operations staff, all administrative staff, main engine crew and all maintenance staff. Thousands of navy personnel lived and worked in the central tower supplying everything from clothing to machine shops to donut shops and gymnasiums to work off the donuts.
 
   The artificial gravity in the central core defined the decks as if the central tower was a huge stack of giant poker chips. If the ship was standing on its end, the command and control functions would be in the top rounded end. Stone had learned the marines, while technically cargo, were housed in the bottom of the central tower, just above the shuttle and hanger bays. The four marines he met back on Lazzaroni Station were stationed as permanent crew, but were housed with their transient charges.
 
   There were seven additional towers of exactly the same length and diameter laying alongside the central tower. Each tower stretched length next to length with their rounded command bridges clustered at the front end and their hanger bays clustered at the back end. The only picture Stone had seen of the Ol’ Toothless looked like a bundle of eight hotdogs tied together in a bunch.
 
   Each tower was a massive warehouse storing everything and anything for the Empire’s military. One of the tubes was a fully functioning hospital with stored emergency medical supplies and enough equipment to build and supply dozens of hospitals. Another tower stored every version of military uniform, toothers, shoe shine kits, bath soap and other sundries necessary for human life.
 
   Each tower was configured differently depending on the need. Large sections of warehousing was left without gravity or atmosphere for long term storage.
 
   Stone was assigned to tower three. The tower could have complete gravity and atmosphere or not, depending on what was being stored. The gravity grid was laid out so that ‘down’ was in the direction of the hull and ‘up’ was toward the center of the tube. The warehouse spaces inside tower three were sectioned, looking like dozens of tubes nested inside each other. The value of the cargo increased closer to the center of the tube.
 
   Stone’s station was at the bottom very near the hanger end. It was not the most glamorous job in the navy, but it was one he had done repeatedly on the Golden Boulder as part of his family’s commercial freight business.
 
   On the Periodontitis, the procurement department would purchase required items and arrange for the product to be delivered to navy dockyards. Receiving personnel verified each order with what was being delivered and arranged for the product to be shuttled to the appropriate warehouse. Traffic personnel verified deliveries were going to the correct warehouse and moved the items to the warehouse hatch. Stone’ crew verified that what was being shuttled in was where it was supposed to be, and put it on the correct shelf until someone needed it. When someone asked for the product, his crew pulled it out of stock, and upon verification of the right form, gave the product to the requisitioner.
 
   The difference in handling cargo for the navy and for commercial ships was that on commercial ships all of the functions were performed by the same people instead of using a different group for each task. Stone had grown up putting boxes on the proper shelf.
 
   For the thousandth time Stone asked himself why time in the Empire’s navy was supposed to help him in later life on a family freighter. He already knew how to put boxes on the shelf. He already knew how to take boxes off the shelf. He even knew how to get yelled at. His Aunt Ruth made Vaarhoo look like a rank amateur.
 
   Stone suddenly realized he had fuzzed out while Vaarhoo was ranting. He had no idea what Vaarhoo had been saying. It did not matter. The whole counseling session would be recorded and placed in his file so he and any future supervisors or promotion board could review it at any time.
 
   “Do you understand me, Midshipman Stone?” Vaarhoo shouted.
 
   Stone knew he had not been listening close enough to know the topic he was supposed to understand, but he also knew there was only one answer. “Yes, sir. I understand.”
 
   “Good. Now get out of my office,” Vaarhoo snarled.
 
   Stone spun on his heel as he was taught in basic training and marched from the lieutenant’s office. He checked the time on his personal assistant. Ship time said it was lunch time. He decided it might be a good time to grab what his stomach told him would be a midnight snack.
 
   Stone stopped at a cluster of elevators. One deck up was the procurement department. His finger almost pushed the up button to call for an elevator. He had been intending to stop by and present his regards to First Lieutenant Aldamani. He had promised the lieutenant’s parents back on Lazzaroni Station that he would look up their son. Good manners and navy protocol dictated that he make the effort to meet the man, as he had made contact, however slight, with the man’s family. The navy protocol guides also stated that the lower ranking officer should make every effort to present themselves when it was reasonable to assume the senior officer would be present. Whether the lower ranking officer was snubbed and ignored was entirely at the discretion of the senior officer.
 
   So far, Stone had managed to justify to himself about each and every visit he neglected. Once again, he decided, since it was the middle of the first watch he could assume that Aldamani was at lunch. It was not very likely he would find the man in his office, so he was free to bypass the meeting again.
 
   He pushed the down button to call for an elevator. He knew there was an officer’s wardroom just one deck down. Normally, Stone ate in the midshipman’s recreation area near his bunk. He was not really hungry since it was the middle of his sleep cycle. He had discovered the officer’s wardroom near Lieutenant Vaarhoo’s office served ice cream. The mid-rec area did not. Ice cream always went down easily after having to get up in the middle of a sleep cycle to get counseled by his supervisor.
 
   Stone breathed a sigh of relief at not having to face Aldamani. He knew why he was avoiding the man. He was not having very good luck meeting any officer on board the Ol’ Toothless. He was either studiously ignored by other officers, or as in the case of his direct supervisor, it seemed that no matter what he did, he was wrong. He knew he had already put off contacting Aldamani longer than good manners would allow. The navy didn’t say how long you could take to meet a higher ranking officer, just that you did it.
 
   His mother would skin him alive if she heard of him deliberately being rude to a fellow officer. Dad would not care, but Mom always got a bug up about such things. Still, Stone could not imagine how his mother would ever hear about First Lieutenant Aldamani.
 
   The down elevator doors popped open. There were a couple of people exiting on his deck so Stone stepped back and to the side, as regulations dictated. Both were officers, but the man outranked the woman, so Stone looked the man in the eyes and nodded his head, also exactly as regulations dictated. Both of the officers had animals of some sort on leads, ropes, leashes or whatever the things were called. He did not recognize the animals. Stone backed up another step to give the creatures room to get past him.
 
   Stone spoke to the lieutenant, again precisely as regulations dictated. “Good morning, sir.” The smile Stone wore was also regulation issue.
 
   The man almost walked past as if completely ignoring Stone. Then he stopped and spun back around. “Midshipman Stone?” he asked.
 
   Stone froze in mid-step, the elevator doors closing in his face. He quickly choked down his apprehension at being called by name and his disappointment at barely missing the escape for ice cream. He smartly snapped to attention, performed an about face and spoke in a clear, firm but pleasant voice trying to do everything as regulations dictated. Or rather, that was his intention. He barely stopped his eyes from rolling and he stumbled over his own feet as he turned around.
 
   His voice took the opportunity to break as he stammered. “Yes, sir, I am Midshipman Blackmon Stone, third watch warehouse three-whiskey.”
 
   “Third watch, huh?” The lieutenant grinned. “You must feel like it is the middle of the night.”
 
   “Yes sir. It does seem that way,” Stone nodded. Stone glanced at the man’s nametag. “Oh, Lieutenant Aldamani, I have been meaning to call. I did meet your parents on Lazzaroni Station, sir.”
 
   “Yes, you are that Mister Stone,” the lieutenant smiled. “That must be why your name sounded familiar to me. They did mention you had done them a favor. It seems you single-handedly backed off a gaggle of marine officers?”
 
   “Not really backed them off, sir.” Stone smiled back at the man. “I just gave them an amusing moment and they decided not to pound me to a puddle. Sir, I am sorry for not dropping by sooner, but-.”
 
   Aldamani waived a dismissive hand. “Pish! I’ve been busy myself. Think nothing of it. Even in the best of positions this ship takes some getting used to. And if I had to work third watch again, I would be grumpy as an old bear.”
 
   “Yes sir, a ship this size does take some getting used to. But, the position is fine and the hours aren’t as bad as they sound.”
 
   “Ah, youth! Mister Stone, I am glad you are taking it well. I hear you have Second Lieutenant Vaarhoo as your supervisor. I know he can come across as a bit of a hard nose, but I hear good things about you from him. You’re doing a good job; keep at it.”
 
   The lieutenant’s beast was held loosely by a cord tied around the neck. It stretched the length of the cord and sniffed at Stone’s crotch. It pulled at the cord and jumped up at Stone. The lieutenant held the creature back not more than a hair’s breadth from Stone.
 
   The woman with the lieutenant stifled a laugh, covering her mouth. She leaned down and patted the creature sitting at her feet. The woman’s creature was sitting as if nothing was going on, but Aldamani’s creature kept straining to get at Stone.
 
   Stone wanted to back up, but he had already backed against the bulkhead. He was not sure he could even win a fight with this creature. It seemed to be all teeth, claws and hair.
 
   “I can see the Admiral likes you,” Aldamani grinned.
 
   Stone looked confused. “Sir? I didn’t even know the admiral knew I was on board.”
 
   The woman laughed. She did not even try to cover her amusement.
 
   “Not that admiral, Mister Stone. This one,” Aldamani said with a grin. He pointed at the creature still straining to get at Stone. “He seems to like you.”
 
   “Sir, I don’t know how he could,” Stone said, shaking his head. “He still looks like he is trying to get his first bite to taste.”
 
   Aldamani’s grin widened. “Well, he has been known to bite. All dogs do, no matter what their owners say.” He glanced at the woman. “Isn’t that right, Sheila?”
 
   “I don’t know whatever you mean, Lieutenant. Dorothy hasn’t ever bitten any one.” Sheila patted the creature at her feet.
 
   Aldamani amended, “Yet.” He yanked the creature’s cord gently and called to the creature. “Admiral.” The creature immediately stopped pawing in Stone’s direction, sat on it’s hind quarters, raised up it’s front legs and waved one paw in the direction of it’s fangs in a bizarre attempt at a salute. It dropped back to all fours and looked up at the lieutenant. “Good boy. Midshipman Stone, may I introduce you to Admiral Fatbelly Stinkybottom?”
 
   At the word admiral, the creature again rose up and presented his imitation salute.
 
   Stone did not know what else to do, so he returned the salute with his best parade ground manners. “Good to meet you, sir.” He looked at the lieutenant, “Sir, may I ask a question?”
 
   “Of course, Midshipman, that is the only way we learn.”
 
   “What is it?” He pointed at Admiral Fatbelly Stinkybottom.
 
   “First, Mister Stone, ‘it’ is a ‘he’,” the lieutenant had not lost his grin. “Old Fatty here is a beagle. That is one of the last pure Earth breed dogs known.”
 
   “Thank you, sir. So, it is some kind of dog. That is good to know,” Stone replied with a nod.
 
   “Of course it is a dog, Mister Stone,” Sheila snorted. “What did you think he was, a Sarcasian Canruth? How do they let some of these people into midshipman’s school?”
 
   Aldamani waved her down, “Enough, Ensign. Different folks have different upbringings from different cultures on different planets.”
 
   “No offense, Mister Stone. I just haven’t ever heard of a planet that didn’t have dogs of some sort,” Sheila said.
 
   “So, Mister Stone, how about it? Didn’t they have dogs on the planet you come from?” Aldamani asked.
 
   “Sirs,” Stone replied to both officers. “I didn’t grow up on a planet. I grew up on a ship and Grandpa said pets were just a waste of air, space and time. Grandma said pets always require cleaning up after. So, we didn’t have pets of any kind.”
 
   “But there are dogs all over this ship and on every station I have ever been on,” Sheila replied. “Surely there are dog owners near your quarters, Mister Stone.”
 
   Aldamani nodded, “Yes, but Sheila, you must have forgotten that it is kind of an unwritten rule that midshipmen try to limit themselves to smaller pets that demand less attention than dogs. Isn’t that right, Stone?”
 
   Stone limited himself to a quick “Yes sir.” He didn’t want to mention his only attempt at a pet since coming on board the ship. He had splurged as a present for himself on his sixteenth birthday. He had gotten a small fish at a station pet shop, but it had gone belly-up before the required permits from the Periodontitis were approved.
 
   “Remember Sheila: fish, birds, tribbles, small rodents and the like?” Aldamani asked the ensign. “If you think about it, Fatty and Dorothy have to be taken to the dog park in tower one or the small park up on deck forty-seven, at least twice a day to run around and do their business. Plus, we have to feed them a couple of times a day, give them baths, brush their coats and what not. That certainly would take away from a midshipman’s study time.”
 
   “That’s right, sir,” Sheila agreed. “I guess I have had Dorothy so long I forgot, plus she is such a sweetie the extra time just flies by. Still, Mister Stone, surely you have seen dogs before.”
 
   “Yes, Ensign,” Stone nodded. “But I guess all I have seen are the small fuzzy things in pet shops and the huge guard dogs around shipyards. I didn’t know they had an in between stage like this. When do they grow to be big and mean?”
 
   Aldamani laughed outright. “Mister Stone. You are a hoot. We are really going to have to get together sometime. These two beagles are as big as they are going to get. Look up dogs in your personal assistant database, okay? Not a command study subject, but someday you might get promoted beyond midshipman and you are going to want to get a good pet. Dogs are good pets. They come in lots of sizes, shapes and colors.”
 
   “Yes sir. I will certainly look them up,” Stone replied. Silently he agreed with Grandpa. Even if he was authorized to have a pet, that did not mean he had to get one. From the sound of it, they were certainly time consuming and expensive.
 
   Aldamani nodded. “Mister Stone, you just let me know if there is anything I can do for you. We are late for a meeting, so you had best scoot off to wherever you were headed.”
 
   Stone watched the officers walk away and pressed the down button again. He was puzzled over his first encounter with a reasonably pleasant, superior officer. Not to mention now he had to find out what the heck an ‘old bear’ was and why they are grumpy!
 
   He was still puzzling over his first encounter with a reasonably, pleasant superior officer when, just a few steps from the officer’s wardroom, he walked into a bulkhead. He was mildly shocked to realize that it was not a bulkhead, just an unusually large and unmoving human being.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
   “Damn,” Stone stammered and glanced up into the face of First Lieutenant Vedrian. “Oh, sorry, Lieutenant.”
 
   The woman laughed. “Sorry for what? Saying ‘damn’? Mister Stone, I hear worse than that during prayer time before breakfast. You are surely not sorry about bumping into me, because I didn’t even know you had done that until you spoke. A little bit of a man like you don’t hardly register on my bump-o-meter.”
 
   “Man?” Stone asked in surprise. “Thank you, Lieutenant. I think that is the first time anyone has called me that, even if it was prefaced with ‘a little bit’.”
 
   “Man is what I said and I said what I meant, Mister Stone,” Vedrian said with a twinkle in her eyes. “You don’t live with Momma no more, do you?”
 
   “No, sir.”
 
   “You are making your own way in the universe, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes, sir. Well…me and the entire Emperor’s navy, anyway.”
 
   “Close enough. You earned legal adult status when you joined the navy, so it is up to you to succeed or fail. You pee standing up, don’t you?”
 
   “Most of the time, sir.”
 
   “You got me there,” Vedrian laughed. “Besides, I done it that way myself a few times, so I guess that isn’t much of a standard for being a man. But then, I have been accused of not having very high standards anyway. So, in my book, you are a man, a bit young for an old grunt like me, but a man none-the-less and as such, you don’t have to apologize for accidently bumping into me…unless you did it on purpose to get my attention?”
 
   “No, sir. I mean yes, sir. I guess I mean that I apologize for the interruption.”
 
   Vedrian laughed again.
 
   Stone found the hearty laugh quite appealing for some reason. It certainly wasn’t a girlish giggle or any sort of dainty twitter. It was a laugh of open amusement.
 
   Vedrian said, “You can’t interrupt me, Mister Stone, ‘cuz I wasn’t doing nothin’. I was just headin’ into this officer’s mess to stoke the internal fires after a couple of hours locked in a small room with a gaggle of office weenies. Hey! Why don’t you join me for lunch? I am supposed to meet some friends here, but we can always make room for the man that made Hellboy back down on Lazzaroni Station.”
 
   She laughed again. “I owe you anyway. That story has gotten me more than my fair share of free drinks at the bar.”
 
   Stone bowed at the waist as he mother had taught him. “Sir, if it would not seem too forward, I am sure the lieutenant’s beauty and grace won her far more drinks than a story about me ever would. However, as honored as I would be to join you for lunch, I am on third watch, so this is like the middle of the night for me. I was just going to drop in for a snack before going back to bed.”
 
   “What? Sorry, I quit listening,” Vedrian said with a wide grin. “You lost me after ‘grace and beauty’. As a ranking officer, I am going to make it an order, Mister Stone. You will join me, even if you only sit and watch while I fuel up.”
 
   “Lieutenant Vedrian, I had ice cream in mind and I couldn’t think of a more pleasant way to miss a few hours sleep than to eat ice cream with a pretty woman…marine or not.”
 
   “‘Pretty!’ Well, crap. Just a few seconds ago I was ‘beauty and grace’. Now I just get ‘pretty’?”
 
   Stone stammered a bit, not knowing how to respond. Dad and Grandpa had tried to tutor him in how to speak to women, but it did not appear they had expected him to run into someone like Vedrian.
 
   “Just kiddin’, Mister Stone,” she winked slyly. “I’ll take it either way and not even consider how full of it you really are. You do run a smooth line, even if you are easy to knock off track. One thing before we go in here. You gotta start callin’ me Allie.”
 
   “I would be honored, Allie. I would respond in kind, except my first name is Blackmon, so I kind of prefer Stone most of the time. If it is okay with you, we could just drop the rank or the mister.”
 
   Allie nodded. She shook her hair back and wildly exaggerated fanning her face with fluttering fingers. “Come on then, Stone. I am wasting away to nothin’ here. If I don’t eat soon I will catch the vapors and just faint dead away.”
 
   Stone followed her into the wardroom and then angled away to the ice cream station. He felt almost decadent for taking a second small scoop. He ate ice cream at almost every opportunity, which hadn’t been often before coming on board the Ol’ Toothless. Grandpa did not like ice cream so it was not stocked in their ship’s freezers except for special occasions. Grandpa always said that ice cream lost its flavor after the third spoonful anyway, so no sense in scooping out more than that.
 
   Stone stood politely near the end of the buffet line waiting for Allie as she built a small salad near the beginning of the line. He looked around the large wardroom. There was seating for a hundred or more officers with everything from large communal tables, small private booths and even quiet glassed off meeting rooms. The room was about half full with officers coming and going, eating and working, and just plain goofing off.
 
   He didn’t see any marines, so he assumed that either Allie’s friends had not arrived yet or they were not coming. He was hoping they were not coming. Allie was scary as women go, but she was definitely attractive. Stone knew she was not interested in him in any romantic fashion, but he still thought it would be nice to sit alone with a pretty woman for a while. He glanced back at Allie and was shocked.
 
   She had moved beyond the salad. Her tray now held a small mountain of steaks, roast, chops and green vegetables. She was eyeing the dessert table as if calculating how much more she could balance on the tray. She finally shook her head and moved beside Stone.
 
   “The cake looked good,” Allie said. “Stuff like that goes right straight to my thighs. And Stone, you keep your eyes up here. You don’t be ogling my thighs, hear? Now, where…there they are! Follow on, Stone.” She spun and moved across the wardroom.
 
   Stone followed. He tried as hard as he could, but he was unable to keep his eyes from dropping to her waist and then to her hips and thighs. Her utilities were baggy, but not enough to hide that she did not have any extra baggage in her hips and thighs. She moved as if she were all muscle and coiled springs.
 
   They stopped at a large table occupied by a navy full commander sitting at the head of the table with a half dozen second lieutenants and ensigns scattered along both sides. Everyone at the table was raucous, as loud talk, laughter and buttered rolls flew back and forth.
 
   Allie turned and leaned down to whisper in Stone’s ear. “You checked out my backside on the way over here, didn’t you?”
 
   Stone immediately blushed to a deep red. He started to stammer a reply, but nothing came out of his mouth.
 
   Allie took that exact moment to turn to everyone at the table and shout. “Okay. Shut it, you navy types. This is Stone, a particularly good friend of mine. Be nice to him or the wrath of the Empire’s marines will come crushing down on your puny, underfed navy bodies.” She turned to Stone and in a formal voice introduced the commander. “Full Commander Danielle E. Wright, may I present Midshipman Blackmon Stone. Stone, this is the Goat-girl.”
 
   Stone stared at Allie. Had she really dared call a commander ‘Goat-girl’?
 
   “Pardon me?” he managed to ask.
 
   Commander Wright glared at Allie in mock indignation. “Insults, that is all I get. Insults.” She looked over at Stone. He was attempting to stand at attention, but he was not sure what do with his ice cream. She pointed at the seat next to her, directly on her left.
 
   “No pardons, Mister Stone. That is not my department. Religion is on deck 13 and legal on decks 24-29. Sit next to Skippy there and dig in before your ice cream melts. Of course, I like my ice cream all melty, but that’s just me.”
 
   Allie put her boot against the chair of a second lieutenant sitting on Commander Wright’s right. She gave a shove, sliding two lieutenants and two ensigns far enough down to make room for a chair. She grabbed an unused chair from a partially occupied table and plopped herself down. Without comment, she began to eat.
 
   “Well, sit down, Midshipman,” Wright looked up at Stone. “Skippy won’t bite. He really is quite docile after he’s been fed. I will admit that he does smell rather bad right now, but then most of us do.”
 
   “Busy day, Danielle?” Allie glanced up from her plate.
 
   Wright shook her head, “Busy yesterday, busy all last night and still busy. We are just taking a break. We have to hit it pretty quick. That is why Skippy still smells. Normally, we all shower and clean up before going out in public, but we just didn’t have time. I thought about having lunch sent over to tower one, but we just needed to get out for a change of scenery.”
 
   “Change of scenery!” Allie snorted. “You run the prettiest part of the whole ship and you need a change? If you want a change, then just drop by the marine transient barracks. It is so ugly and so smelly they make this bunch smell like fresh mowed grass.”
 
   Wright smiled. “I said change. I didn’t say better or worse, just a change. And don’t think I forgot about you calling me Goat-girl in front of my crew. I just got them stopped calling me that from the last time they heard you. By the way, how do you like the roast goat you are shoveling down with such wild abandon?”
 
   Allie pointed her fork at her plate. “That’s goat?” She speared a chunk of the meat, sniffed it and popped it in her mouth. “Hunh, well, I definitely ate worse. I remember one time on Avalon where we ran out of rations and had to eat three day old-”
 
   She was interrupted by a chorus of moans and a hail of buttered rolls. She snapped a hand up and caught one of the rolls and took a bite. “Philistines! Danielle, you should have left these animals to graze and brought your goats with you. The goats have better manners.”
 
   Stone dredged up enough courage to ask, “Commander Wright? You really have goats on board? And people eat them?”
 
   “Yes, Mister Stone, the goats are my particular favorites, but we have cattle, water buffalo (the Asian kind, not the African ones), bison, horses, sheep, tardles from Tenchion, gammoths, chicken, ducks, turkeys, hardoms, wardins from Thrisbeeye, rabbits, dogs, and…what am I forgetting?”
 
   “Pigs, Doc. Lots and lots of pigs,” Skippy answered.
 
   Wright nodded, “Too damn many pigs for my taste, pun as intended. If it weren’t for the bacon, ham, spareribs, pork loin roasts, sausage, tenderloin and the chops, we could get rid of the pigs altogether.”
 
   “Yeah, what about the snout sandwiches, chitlins and the pickled pig’s feet?” Allie asked.
 
   “You mentioned them, you can eat them. That’s just disgusting,” Wright said. She turned back to Stone. “Speaking of pig’s feet, Mister Stone, when you walked up I noticed that you had your socks on the wrong feet.”
 
   Stone looked startled and slid his chair back from the table to check his socks. A roar of laughter around the table brought him up short. He sighed as he realized socks do not fit on specific feet. He blushed, but joined in the laughter.
 
   Allie laughed and said to Wright, “See, I told you he was cute, especially when he blushes.”
 
   “You told me…?” Wright said. “Oh, this is the Stone that single handedly backed down a gaggle of combat veteran marines?”
 
   A round of applause broke out around the table. Skippy pounded Stone on the back.
 
   Stone shook his head. “I don’t know what you’ve heard, but-”
 
   “Never mind what we heard,” Wright said. “Allie tells that story every chance she gets, especially if Second Lieutenant Heller is round. Strange thing is, the story gets better every time I hear it.”
 
   Allie slammed her fist on the table. “It’s the truth. I swear. I was there and saw it all.”
 
   Wright laughed, “Sure you did. I believe you, but let’s wait for a month to see how this story grows.” She turned back to Stone. “And a question for the man-who-eats-marines-for-breakfast, how did you like your goat, Mister Stone?”
 
   “All I had was ice cream,” said Stone, looking confused.
 
   “Did it taste good?” Wright asked.
 
   Stone nodded, “Yes, not quite as sweet as some I have had on board, but the best flavor I have tasted so far.”
 
   “It’s not really ice cream,” Wright said with a grin. “It is a sorbet made from goat’s milk. This is the closest officer’s wardroom to the cross tower corridor near my office in tower one. So, we come here a lot. The head chef is a senior chief petty officer that grew up on a farm somewhere. He really knows how to use what we grow.”
 
   “What you grow, Commander? This is vat grown substitute?” Stone asked.
 
   “Heavens no, Mister Stone,” Wright replied laughing. “You must not have been over to tower one yet. I am really just a commander in name only. I am a veterinarian and all of tower one is my farm.”
 
   Stone looked startled. “The whole tower?”
 
   Wright said, “Yes, Mister Stone, the whole tower from top to bottom. Well, except for the command bridge at one end, the emergency engines in the backend, the hanger decks and a few gun emplacements here and there. Where do they have you working, Mister Stone?”
 
   “I am in tower three, whiskey deck, Commander.”
 
   “Whiskey deck? I imagine that sounds like more fun than it really is. Then you know that the central tower is broken down into decks and offices with enough corridors to keep a person busy full time just trying to map it out. Six of the seven outer towers are broken into various warehouse components depending on storage requirements. Well, my tower is all hollow in the middle with the artificial gravity set so the inside of the cylinder is down. Most of the deck has six to ten meters of rocks, sand and soil planted with grass, except where we have planted crops. All figured in we have a huge amount of farmland. As a midshipman, you are still working your studies, correct? So we have a sixteen kilometer long cylinder with an eight kilometer diameter. What is the surface face of the interior of the cylinder?”
 
   “Um, sir, well…math is pretty much my weakest subject, but isn’t it pi times the radius squared times the height?” Stone tried to answer.
 
   “Don’t ask me, Mister Stone,” Wright laughed. “I am a vet. I can tell you which end of a pig to feed and which end the fertilizer comes out of, but I don’t know math. That is why I have a whole staff of officers and a whole office full of computers.”
 
   Allie shook her head. “Stone, you are close, but that is not quite right. That equation will give you the volume of a cylinder. You want an equation that gives you the lateral area, although in this case, I believe there is a negligible difference between interior and exterior surfaces. Try two times pi times the radius times the height.” She looked at Wright. “I assume you were asking about the sides only as the ends are taken up in storage, offices, bridge space and the aft docks.”
 
   “Wow. I knew they grew them big in the marines,” Wright grinned. “But, I didn’t know they made them into math whizzes.”
 
   “I received a teaching degree in math,” Allie shrugged. “But teaching didn’t allow me the opportunity to kill anything, so I joined the Empire’s marines.”
 
   “They frown on killing your students where you come from?” Wright asked with a laugh.
 
   Allie nodded. “Strange isn’t it? That was frustrating as all get out on some days.”
 
   “I get 80,384 square kilometers,” Stone said.
 
   “Not even close, Stone,” Allie said. “I got enough spare time I can help you if you are having math issues. What say you to a bit of special tutoring?”
 
   Skippy whooped. “Hey, Vedrian, you can tutor me any day.”
 
   “Skippy, you wouldn’t last the day,” Allie replied with a snort.
 
   Wright said, “Allie, if you and Mister Stone need a quiet place to study you can come by my office. We’ve got plenty of spare space. Hey, there is nothing like studying math under an open sky.”
 
   Stone shuddered involuntarily at the thought of open sky.
 
   “What, Stone? You don’t like open sky?” Allie asked him.
 
   Stone shook his head. “No. Not so much. I grew up on ships and stations. I haven’t had much to do with being outside without a deck over head.”
 
   “Well, tower one really doesn’t have open sky,” Wright said “It just looks that way to keep the goats from going crazy, and some of the marines we have on board too.”
 
   Allie smiled, “Goat-girl has been letting us bring over some of our transient marines for exercises in the open farm air. It does them good, rather than keeping them cooped up. It would be good for you too, Stone.”
 
   “I’ve got an opening on my staff. How about I wrangle a transfer for you, Mister Stone?” Wright asked in agreement.
 
   A smile leapt to Stone’s face at the thought of getting away from tower three-whiskey deck and Lieutenant Vaarhoo. Grandma said the navy would help him broaden his experiences. After all, he had grown up on freighters and had been doing warehouse work for as long as he could remember.
 
   “Commander Wright, I think I would like that very much. However, I don’t know anything about working with live animals or doing any farm work,” Stone replied.
 
   Wright laughed and pointed at Skippy. “Neither did he when he came to us, but he spent most of last night shoving his arms up to his shoulders inside a cow’s backend to help with a breach birthing.”
 
   Stone had a sudden urge to brush the back of his uniform where Skippy had patted him on the back.
 
   “I’ll teach you to farm,” Wright continued. “And Allie can teach you math, because if you can’t figure out how much grass you have then you can’t figure out how many goats you can put on it to graze. And with that lesson, we have got to go.” She raised her voice. “Okay, children, saddle up. We got chores to do and only so much daylight left to do them.”
 
   Stone stood, came to attention and said, “Commander Wright. It has been my pleasure to meet you. Thank you for the invitation to join your table.”
 
   Wright smiled, “Thank you, Midshipman Stone. You are always welcome at my table.” She raised a quizzical eyebrow at Allie.
 
   “Yeah, yeah, Goat-girl. What he said.”
 
   After nodding in acknowledgement to each of the other officers that had been at the table, Stone watched until the group was out of the room. He sat back down and looked across at Allie. “Please excuse me, Allie. I don’t mean to sound rude, but I have never seen anyone eat so much as you just did and still keep an attractive figure.”
 
   “It is really a matter of math,” Allie answered with a smile. “It is calorie intake minus calorie output. We just have to balance them. I do have a large frame to carry plenty of bulk.”
 
   “Large is nice. I think I like large,” Stone said.
 
   “Thanks Stone. I think you are nice, too,” Allie replied.
 
   “And you have nice friends.”
 
   “Yeah, I think so too. Of course a marine has to be careful who she is seen with. Goat-girl isn’t really very navy-like so I guess she’ll do.”
 
   “Do you really think she will ask to have me transferred to her tower?”
 
   Allie nodded. “Absolutely, if Full Commander Danielle E. Wright says she will do something then you can bet your last dollar that she will do it. Not me, though; seems I am a terrible liar.”
 
   Stone looked crestfallen. “You really won’t help tutor me in math?”
 
   “That? Hell yes, I am gonna do that. However, I was supposed to meet a group of marines in rec-area one-wts-3159 for a going away bash. We have a couple of transient officers passing through that are departing when we get to Willet Station tomorrow.”
 
   “So what is the lie?”
 
   “I said that I would go to this bash, but now I don’t want to. I think I would rather spend the time with you. I am awful, aren’t I?”
 
   Stone stood as his mother had taught him. He was really glad she had made him practice over and over again. Now that he was out in public it seemed that using manners made communicating much easier.
 
   He said, “Allie, I wouldn’t feel slighted in the least if you fulfilled a prior obligation. Believe me, the pleasure in dining with such a charming and lovely companion has been all mine. I am grateful for what time we have had and grateful to the max for your willingness to tutor me.”
 
   “What?” Allie laughed. “Sorry, I quit listening after ‘charming and lovely’. How often did you practice that little speech?”
 
   Stone dropped heavily to his chair. “Um, well, honestly Mother did make me stand up and say things like that for practice at every meal. But, hey, that doesn’t mean I didn’t mean it.”
 
   “I know Stone. It sounded practiced, but very sincere,” Allie smiled.
 
   “Practice is good, right? Just because I practiced doesn’t mean I was forced to say something I didn’t want to say. It just means I was better able to say what I mean when I meant to say it…I think.”
 
   “You should have been a marine. That is exactly why marines are always training and it is what we try to teach the F.N.G.s. Just because we train you to kill doesn’t make you a killer. But, when you are in a kill-or-be-killed situation it gives you the skills to survive. Same thing.”
 
   “I kind of see what you mean, but really, I don’t think I would ever equate killing to a beautiful woman,” Stone said.
 
   Allie shook her head. “That is hard to say. Have you ever killed something?”
 
   Stone looked horrified. “No. Certainly not.”
 
   “Well then, I don’t see that you are in the position to judge the comparison.”
 
   Stone looked thoughtful for a minute. “Point taken. I bow to the argument I don’t know about killing. But, you must agree that I am in a position to judge a beautiful woman.”
 
   “You just keep sweet talking me like this Stone and you are going to be the best tutored midshipman in the fleet,” Allie said.
 
   Stone said, “One thing before you leave for your going away party-“
 
   “Who said I was going?” she interrupted.
 
   “I did,” Stone replied. “Grandpa always says ‘face time is the down payment on money in the bank.’ We always listen to Grandpa.”
 
   “Grandpa sounds like a smart man.”
 
   “Well, honestly we listen to Grandpa because Grandma would kick our tails if we didn’t, but that is a whole different family issue. Anyway, my question is: what is an F.N.G? You said it was someone you train?”
 
   “The N.G. is the New Guy,” Allie smiled.
 
   Stone nodded. “Okay, new guy, the trainee. I get it. But what does the F stand…oh…never mind. I understand.”
 
   “The F.N.G. is the guy who is so new he is liable to do something stupid to get himself and everyone around him killed,” Allie replied with a laugh.
 
   “I guess that would be me,” Stone laughed with her. “You know Allie, normally by now I would be dragging myself into bed to catch up on sleep before tonight’s watch, but I have enjoyed myself enough that I am wide awake. Honestly, thank you for letting me join you. This has been the best time I have had since I joined the navy.”
 
   “This is your best time?!” Allie looked shocked. “Oh hell no! You’ve got to have been in service for eleven, maybe fourteen months and this little thing is the best? New orders, Mister Midshipman Stone. You are comin’ with me to a marine soirée. You can’t drink with the big boys. No, I know by law you are old enough to drink because you enlisted in the navy, but you can’t drink today because you have to go stand third watch in ten hours or so. Believe me, stayin’ sober is much to be preferred over a regimen of detox just before an eight hour work shift.”
 
   Stone really wanted to go. He would have followed Allie anywhere, but he asked, “Are you sure? I mean, will a navy midshipman showing up at a marine function be welcome?”
 
   Allie reached across the table and grabbed his hand. “Stone, you are going as my guest, as my escort, as my date. No one will even question who you are beyond that.” She gave his hand a squeeze and let it go. “However, since you are the ‘man who eats marines for breakfast’ you are a celebrity of sorts. I imagine even Lieutenant Heller will want to buy you drinks.”
 
   Stone stood again. “Lieutenant Vedrian, although you have ordered me to go, I must decline the order. I will go because I want to go and for no other reason.”
 
   Allie stood and led him out of the room. She said to him over her shoulder, “You have had a strange military career so far if you think orders are only good if you don’t like them.”
 
   Allie led Stone to the elevators, where they shot down the central tower going deep into marine country. It was a part of the ship Stone had been told to avoid. It was not exactly off limits, like the bridge or the engine rooms. It was just that he had been told marines did not like navy.
 
   Stone did not see any evidence he was unwelcome. Most of the enlisted ranks in the corridors simply plastered themselves against the bulkheads to give them room to pass. Most of the enlisted also spoke to them, pleasantly, friendly and apparently doing so because they wanted to speak, not because regulations required them to do so.
 
   Allie was giving Stone a running commentary on the Ol’ Toothless’ marine country. He was surprised to learn this deck was a mixture of officer quarters and enlisted barracks. He was more surprised Allie expected it to be that way.
 
   She said, “Look, the enlisted grunts need to have access to their officers and the other way around. Each man has to trust who leads him. Each leader has to trust those in his command will follow where he leads. Anything less is unacceptable in a combat unit. Where did you grow up, Stone?”
 
   Stone hesitated. He was not ashamed of where he grew up. It just was not as glamorous as he would have liked. He wanted to impress Allie, to show her that he was not just a freighter’s kid.
 
   Allie turned to him. “Come on, Stone. I know you grew up on stations and ships. You are a freighter’s kid, right? Growing up between star ports and spending more time in jump space than in open air?”
 
   Stone nodded. “Yes, sir. I was born to a couple on a freighter. We moved to another one with my grandparents. I don’t think I breathed open air until I was thirteen. It was not a very exciting life.”
 
   “Not exciting! Are you kiddin’ me? You grew up traveling among the stars. You saw alien races, visited strange cultures on far off planets. You ate…well, weird stuff. I would have traded you for my life in a heartbeat.”
 
   “Really? I lived my life and it doesn’t sound all that exciting.”
 
   “I grew up in a small farm town on such a dull planet that excitement was going down to the ag-hall to watch the lumpers load potatoes.”
 
   “You grew up on a potato farm?”
 
   “Oh, gods no. That would have been unbearable. My mother was a clergy at a small community church. She also did sewing and laundry to make ends meet. But, we didn’t grow potatoes. Every farm in two hundred kilometers grew potatoes though. I can’t stand potatoes anymore, not in any form. But, I can tell you, I would have swapped places with you growing up and paid you to boot. In fact, I used to watch vids about independent freighters and dream I was a part of their family…crap! Adventures in space! That is why I joined the marines. Hey, did you ever watch those vids?”
 
   “Um, not really, Mom wasn’t big on watching vids. Dad thought it was a waste of time, you know?”
 
   “Yeah, you know my favorite was ‘The Stone Freight Company’. It was supposed to be based on a true family and…” She stopped and looked at him.
 
   Stone decided it was time to change the subject. “Okay Allie. What has how I grew up got to do with allowing officers and enlisted access to each other?”
 
   Allie shook her head. “It is the same thing on freight ships. You have to lead people, and to lead them, they must trust you, right?”
 
   Stone nodded. “Yes, but on a commercial vehicle the crew is there because they want to be. They can quit anytime they want and leave the ship at any port. They can get paid and move on.”
 
   Allie said, “Yeah, just like the guest staring roles on the vids ‘The Stone Freight Company’.” She looked at him to see his reaction.
 
   Stone kept his face clear of reaction. He ignored the probe into his family life. “I can see that with civilians. But this is the military. We have to follow orders, right? The enlisted must follow orders or go to the brig.”
 
   Allie reached across and laid her arm across his shoulders. “That, my young midshipman, is an attitude that keeps young marine second lieutenants from living long enough to get promoted to first lieutenant. Think about it, who would you rather have follow you, a group of guys who are there because they have to be there or a team of men who are following you because they trust you to make the best decisions for their lives?” She squeezed his shoulder and let him go.
 
   Stone missed the warmth across his shoulders even though the air in the corridor was more than comfortable.
 
   “Is that attitude why all of you seem to be jammed in here together?” He asked.
 
   Allie laughed, “I am permanent party on the Ol’ Toothless. I have a room on the deck below that I split with another marine. All of the permanent staff has semi-private rooms. Major Numos is the highest ranking permanent staff; he gets a private room as does the highest ranking transient marine. Everybody else is crammed in wherever we can put them. The enlisted are generally in barracks of a hundred or so. Why?”
 
   Stone was shocked. “I am probably the lowest ranking naval officer on this ship. I have a private room. It isn’t big, but I don’t have to share with anyone. This ship is big enough that we should have plenty of available rooms for all of the marines.”
 
   Allie smiled, “Thank you for the thought. If you ever make admiral then you can change things around here. But until then, most of these marines are just cargo. The navy picks them up here and drops them off there. There isn’t anything fancy or special about it. Major Numos, myself, Lieutenants Hammermill and Heller are permanent staff, but we are just cargo handlers.”
 
   “But-”
 
   “Don’t sweat it, Stone. No one wants marines to get too comfortable anyway. That’s why we are goin’ to work on your math. How many marines can the navy fit in the smallest possible space? Oops, it is party time. Here we are. You just stick close for a bit.”
 
   Before Stone and Allie were two meters into the room a wild whoop split the air around the already ear splitting noise of the room. A swirling mass of muscles wrapped in a hideously garish, flowered shirt swept Stone off his feet. He was held in the air as if he were a hard won sports trophy.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
   Stone heard Allie shout, “Hammer, put my boyfriend down.”
 
   As soon as his feet hit the deck, he saw Lieutenant Hammermill grinning at him.
 
   Stone came to attention and said, “Sir, it is good to see you again.”
 
   Hammermill grinned bigger and leaned in, his breath wrapping Stone in strong, alcoholic vapor, “Stuff it, Stone. Damn it, Heller is going to go ape-shit when he hears you’re here. He has taken so much flack for you backing him down that he is about to bust his buttons.”
 
   Stone turned to Allie, “Lieutenant Vedrian, I don’t want to be the cause of any disturbance, perhaps I should excuse myself?”
 
   Allie cocked her head in a strange sideways tilt and asked, “Afraid of Hell-bent?”
 
   “Oh yes!” Stone grinned at her. “I would have to be insane if I wasn’t afraid. I have met Lieutenant Heller once, remember? He is twice my size and unless he has changed in the last few months, he has more muscle than brains.”
 
   Hammermill laughed and staggered slightly. “The navy’s got you there, Vedrian. If anything, Hellion has grown more muscles.”
 
   Stone leaned forward into Hammermill and placed a hand on the marine's chest. Hammermill looked down at the hand with a puzzled expression on his face. Stone shoved as hard as he could and send the drunken marine backwards onto the deck.
 
   Stone grinned at Allie again. “Still, if Heller is in no better shape than the Hammer I might get away with only a month or so in the infirmary. We can look at it like a vacation from warehouse three-whiskey.” He stretched a hand out to Hammermill to help the man up.
 
   Hammermill looked at the hand as if confused about what it was doing and why he was on the deck.
 
   “Let me help you up,” Stone said. “You must have tripped over your own big feet, marine.”
 
   Hammermill grabbed the hand and grinned up at Stone. “It happens to me and my big feet all the time.” The marine leered at Allie and said, “You know what they say about men with big feet, don’t you?”
 
   Stone laughed, “Yeah, they have to wear big shoes.”
 
   Hammermill pulled on Stone’s hand trying to lever himself to his feet. All he accomplished was to pull Stone off his feet. Stone landed on top of Hammermill’s chest.
 
   “Hammer, you are heavy,” Stone said. “How much do you weigh?”
 
   “With or without a load of beer?” Hammermill laughed.
 
   Both men looked to see another marine drop to the deck next to them. The man pounded the deck next to Hammermill three times and shouted. “Pin. Ladies and gentlemen, the Hammer pinned in the first round by the challenger, the wiry and ferocious Midshipman…” the man leaned into the two and checked Stone’s nametag on his uniform, “…Stone. Wait! Is this the infamous Midshipman Stone who beat Heller into submission? Oh, man. I gotta buy you a drink.”
 
   Allie picked Stone up by the back of his shirt and lifted him bodily to his feet. She dusted him off and dropped an arm possessively over his shoulder. “Not now, marine. Stone is with me, so his first one is on me.”
 
   “You got it, Vedrian,” the man nodded. He poked Stone in the chest. “But, I owe you one, boy. Don’t you dare leave this party without hunting me down, got it?”
 
   “Aye, aye, sir,” Stone nodded smiling.
 
   Hammermill scrambled to his feet mumbling about having to find Heller.
 
   “Don’t worry about Lieutenant Heller,” Allie said.
 
   “I am not really worried,” Stone replied with a nod, “I just didn’t want to be the cause of an incident that would break the decorum of the going away ceremony, but I guess it’s not that kind of party.”
 
   Allie laughed. “No. It’s not that kind of party at all. Let’s get you to the bar.”
 
   “I am still not drinking, am I?” Stone asked as he allowed himself to be led through the crowd.
 
   “Nope. I just need a safe place to park you for a minute or two.” She pointed to an empty stool between two women, both as massive as Vedrian. “Park it between these two refugees from a New Vegas brothel.”
 
   Both women looked at Allie and scratched on their faces with a raised middle finger. One of the women looked at Stone and back at Allie. She shook her head.
 
   “Slumming with the navy, Vedrian? I heard you would sleep with any swinging meat.”
 
   Allie laughed. “You’re just jealous. This is Midshipman Stone. He’s the man who took out LT Hell on Lazzaroni Station a few months back. And you must have missed it, but he just pinned the Hammer in a wrestling match not two minutes ago over by the door.”
 
   Allie turned and called over the bartender. The man came over shaking his head.
 
   “I can’t serve either one of you, Lieutenant. I got orders from Major Numos.”
 
   Allie nodded. “I know the Major says no marine is to be served in uniform, Gunny. I am going to go change out of this monkey suit and into civvies.” She dropped her voice so the bartender had to lean in to hear. Stone was sure even the two ladies on either side of him could not hear her. “But, you can serve Midshipman Stone, because all he is going to drink is cola. And that is an order, too. Cola, got me?”
 
   “I got it, Lieutenant. Cola,” the gunny nodded in reply.
 
   “If anyone asks why you are serving drinks to someone in uniform you can tell them he is navy, not marines, so the orders don’t apply,” Allie said. “And put his cola in a cocktail glass with funny fruit and frilly umbrellas. Call it anything you want, no matter what someone orders for him, give him a cola.”
 
   “You betcha, boss,” Gunny grinned. “By the end of the night, Midshipman Stone will have a reputation for being able to drink the universe’s most toxic swill and remain sober. Mister Stone, your first glass of Albiean Harmonic Six-Step is on the way.”
 
   “Look, Stone. I need to take a few minutes to powder my nose and change into somethin’ less uniform-like. You be okay here?” Allie asked.
 
   “Answer me one question first,” Stone said. “You did call me your boyfriend, didn’t you?”
 
   Allie looked down at the deck. “Yeah, I did. Sorry, I didn’t mean to be…” Her voice trailed off. “Dammit, I didn’t expect to ever become a cougar. Look, I know I am too old for you, but…well…dammit say something.”
 
   “Allie Vedrian,” Stone smiled. “My mother is fifteen years older than my father. They have had twenty good years together so far. I am not saying we are getting married and having children, but age doesn’t matter to me. Besides, you can’t be anymore than five or six years older than me.”
 
   “Five or six years. As if!” Allie laughed.
 
   Stone replied with a laugh. “Five or fifty; you are a beautiful woman and there isn’t a man worth his salt on this ship who wouldn’t give his right arm to be your boyfriend.”
 
   Allie put a hand on his face and leaned in to kiss him gently on the lips. “Yep. I am going to whatever hell is reserved for cougars and cradle robbers. I’ll be back soon,” She sighed.
 
   “And I will be waiting,” Stone smiled.
 
   The woman on his right poked him in the ribs to get his attention. “You really the Stone that took down Hell-on-wheels?”
 
   “Well, I wouldn’t call anyone a liar if they said it was me. I don’t know what you heard but I did meet Lieutenant Heller on Lazzaroni Station,” Stone said.
 
   “And you just pinned Hammermill in a wrestling match? Without ruffling your uniform?” The other woman asked.
 
   Stone said, “Well-”
 
   A voice bellowed in Stone’s ear. “There he am!” He spun to see Lieutenant Hammermill standing there.
 
   Hammermill said, “Crap. You already got a drink. What did you give him, Gunny?”
 
   The bartender winked at Stone. “Lieutenant Hammermill, that is an Albiean Harmonic Six-Step. The most lethal drink this side of the Alarii Rift. Drink one and in six steps you drop to the deck.”
 
   Hammermill shouted. “Get it drunk down, Mister Stone. Bring him another, Gunny. No, no, no. Gunny, bring him one of those Purple Jeezus things you make. Any man who can put me on my backside on the deck gets drinks on me. And bring one for me.”
 
   “Hey, Hammer. This shrimp really pin you to the deck?” The woman on Stone’s right looked at him in doubt.
 
   “Yep. I am embarrassed as I can be. I didn’t even see it coming. I think he did it with one hand. We were faced off and the next thing I know I am on the deck with him sitting on my chest. Must be some new martial arts or somethin’ that I ain’t never seen before.”
 
   “Sounds like a load of pockey hucks to me,” she sneered.
 
   “Like I give a crap what it sounds like to you,” Hammer sneered back. “There must a been a dozen guys around that saw it. You go ask. You go on. Scoot! You’re taking up space on my barstool anyway.”
 
   Hammermill gestured for Stone to move over onto the stool the woman vacated. Hammermill sat in the seat Stone had been in. He initially faced Stone, but he gave a silly grin and spun the barstool so his back was to Stone. He leaned into the woman who had been on Stone’s left.
 
   Stone heard him say to the woman, “Why, hello Junie, fancy meeting you here.”
 
   The bartender set a second glass in front of Stone. It was purple and garnished with a small wooden cross. He put an identical drink in front of Hammermill
 
   “What is that, Gunny?” Stone stared at the drink.
 
   “That is what Lieutenant Hammermill ordered for you,” Gunny answered. “I hope you aren’t particularly religious. That is my Purple Jeezus. It is purple and if you drink enough you will see Jeezus. Don’t worry; it is just like Lieutenant Vedrian ordered.”
 
   “Thank you, Gunny,” Stone said.
 
   “One small piece of advice if I may, Mister Stone?”
 
   “Of course, Gunny, please speak freely,” Stone said,
 
   The Gunny said, “I always do. That is why I am still a Gunnery Sergeant and haven’t been promoted to Top. Just drink faster. You are drinking with the marines now. You go all out or you go home.”
 
   “Aye, aye, Gunny, I got it,” Stone grinned.
 
   “Not really, Mister Stone,” Gunny said shaking his head. “If you leave an unattended drink on the bar top for too long, someone will drink it for you. Then everyone will know what you are or are not drinking.”
 
   “Ah. Thank you, Gunny, excellent advice.”
 
   Stone downed the fake Albiean Harmonic Six-Step and picked up the Purple Jeezus and sipped it. It was purple, but it did not taste any different than the first one. He glanced over to see Hammermill take a sip out of his glass.
 
   “Whoooeee! That is some wild stuff, Gunny,” Hammermill shouted.
 
   “Do you want to know a secret between us sober men, Mister Stone?” Gunny grinned at Stone. “His drink is exactly like yours. It is completely without alcohol. He has already had way too much and I won’t serve him anymore. I just put a splash of hot sauce from the kitchen in his purple cola to give it some bite. He and everyone else around him thinks he is still drinking. He won’t know any difference, not even in the morning when he wakes up and it burns to pee.”
 
   Stone glanced around him. “How many of these people are getting doctored drinks?”
 
   “That is a trade secret, Mister Stone. There are just enough that I am not going to have to mop up vomit or have to have marine officers carried through the corridors in a drunken stupor in front of their men.”
 
   “Protecting them even from themselves?”
 
   The Gunny nodded. “We all need to blow off steam, but these are my officers. I am not going to have them embarrassed. After a couple of hours, selective drinks will start getting shots of detox. That’ll let them sober up enough to leave the party under their own power.”
 
   “Thank you for sharing your secret, Gunny,” Stone said. “May I ask how you are managing this bar by yourself? I mean, there are a lot of people drinking here. I seem to be monopolizing your time.”
 
   Gunny replied, “Sure, Mister Stone, the drinks don’t really need me, but humans seem to get a great deal of comfort from seeing a human behind the bar. Here, it is all in this programming.”
 
   Gunny tapped a few strokes on a keyboard at the back of the bar. Half a dozen displays popped to life in front of Stone turning the bar top into a work station.
 
   “I can recognize these two,” Stone nodded. “This is input of supplies and this is outflow of drinks, right?”
 
   “Right, Mister Stone. Good eye.” He pointed down the bar to a row of drink stations. “Each spigot dispenses a variety of drinks depending on what the patron orders. The system then automatically mixes and dispenses the drinks based on my special recipes.” He slid one of the displays out of the way and slid another in front of Stone. “See on this display, that is a voice recognition program for every officer in the place. We have a ‘tradition’ that the first drink is hand made by me. Then, if the officer approves of the taste, it is programmed to be made for him every time he orders at a spigot.”
 
   Gunny tapped the display and highlighted a series of connecting dots. “This is the relay from the breathalyzer built into the microphone at the spigot that alerts me to inappropriate alcohol levels.”
 
   “Is this your program, Gunny?” Stone asked. “I can see the automatic fill rates level here and here and this looks like a subroutine that will automatically generate requisition for procurement refill, right?”
 
   “Yes, sir, very good eye. I wrote the basics, but me and a couple of the boys have been refining it for a couple of years now. We figure to open our own bar when we retire.”
 
   “Good luck with the bar, Gunny. This program should make operations a breeze,” Stone shook his head. “One thing though, I am a mister, not a sir. Midshipmen don’t rate a sir.”
 
   Gunny laughed. “Sir is a term of respect. You obviously appreciate my work here, plus any man who can catch Lieutenant Vedrian’s eye rates a ‘sir’ from me. Besides, what else would I call a man who took down Heller and Hammermill?”
 
   “It wasn’t really like that, Gunny,” Stone shook his head again.
 
   Gunny laughed. “Don’t I know! It is always different from the story. I’ve got a nine year old granddaughter on Blighter Three that could knock Lieutenant Hammermill down right now. Pardon me, sir. I’ve got some work to do.” Gunny moved off leaving the displays on.
 
   Stone slid the displays around, playing with the controls, watching them change with the automatic corrections in the software smoothing the operations. He pushed two displays out of the way. He did not really pay attention when they stopped one on top of the other.
 
   He finished looking at the display showing out going drinks. He noticed every officer was coded so he could not tell who was drinking what. But, he found a subroutine and called up a window insert that de-coded the officers tracking data. He scanned through the list until he found Lieutenant Heller was indeed here and had been drinking steadily for an hour.
 
   Heller’s breathalyzer readings had reached a point that his next drink would begin to be doctored. Stone could trace where the program was anticipating the appropriate levels of alcohol and detox. Stone could also see Heller was consistently using the same spigot across the crowded room.
 
   Stone reached up to drag another display back and noticed the two stacked on top of each other. He spun the top one around to orient them in the same direction. He grabbed another display he did not recognize. He dragged it over and dropped in on top of the stacked two.
 
   “Hunh. It’s a payment matrix,” Stone said to himself.
 
   “Sir, I see you found the stacking capabilities,” Gunny said as he returned.
 
   Stone nodded. “What I see, Gunny is that you have charged Lieutenant Hammermill for two Purple Jeezus, when you and I both know that is not what he got. These are automatic debits against his accounts, correct?”
 
   Gunny replied, “Sir, I didn’t figure you to find the payment matrix. Listen, sir. I know what it looks like, but all of the money from each of these drinks goes back into the officer’s fund. Me and none of the boys touch the excess. We just charge for real drinks and the officers make a small profit. They can have a little better party each time they throw a party.”
 
   “And this series of payments, Gunny?”
 
   Gunny pulled another series of displays over and stacked them next to the stack Stone had reviewed. “These are the transfer codes on the transient officers. They carry the hidden codes with them and their new command’s officer fund gets the deposit, completely unknown to anyone.”
 
   “Gunny, I can see how your civilian bar would be a great financial success.”
 
   “Sir, I wouldn’t shortchange a customer. We only do it here because we are marines and we watch out for each other. They keep any overcharges and go to their billets without being so drunk as to embarrass themselves, sir.”
 
   “It is not really my business, Gunny,” Stone said. “I am not good enough to audit these books. Strangely enough, since you told me about this in confidence I guess it will remain just between us. One thing though, unless I read this wrong, it looks like you have charged Lieutenant Vedrian for an Albiean Harmonic Six-Step. I do believe she really ordered a cola that looks like an Albiean Harmonic Six-Step. So, unless I am wrong, she should be charged for a cola, right?”
 
   Gunny leaned it to stare at the display. He spun it around to look at it upright. “Well, ride me ragged. I don’t guess we ever built the system to charge for a fake drink.”
 
   “Sure you did, Gunny. Every fake drink the customer orders gets listed,” Stone said.
 
   “No, sir. The customer is ordering a real drink, but getting a fake one. This time it is a customer who was ordering a fake drink as if it were real and still getting the fake. That is kind of a double fake.”
 
   “It shouldn’t be a big problem,” Stone said. “Just run a subroutine from here, to here, and back to here. You will cause the program to loop back on itself and charge for what the customer really ordered, no matter what they called the drink.”
 
   Gunny grinned. “That-” The grin drained away from his face as he looked over Stone’s shoulder. “Oh, Hell!”
 
   Heller’s voice cut through the crowd noise. “There is that navy puke. I’ve been looking for you since I heard you got here.”
 
   Stone spun around and looked at Second Lieutenant Heller. If anything, his shirt was more garish than Hammermill’s shirt. The marine was obviously drunk, but he appeared to be steady on his feet. He stood with his legs braced and his fists clenched.
 
   Stone looked around, but didn’t see Major Numos or Lieutenant Vedrian. He took a deep breath and slid off the bar stool. He took the two steps to stand in front of Heller. His intention had been to stand face-to-face, but it turned out it was more face-to-chest. He realized a ring of men and women had formed around him and they had grown quiet watching the two.
 
   Stone smiled. “Marine Second Lieutenant Heller. I need to apologize for not calling on you earlier to pay my respects since our meeting on Lazzaroni Station. I have no excuse for my rudeness.”
 
   Lieutenant Heller’s eyes glazed and then unglazed. He blinked and stared at Stone. “What?” Heller said.
 
   “I said who buys the first round of drinks? Do I owe you a drink or do you owe me one?” Stone answered, realizing the lieutenant was much more intoxicated than he appeared.
 
   “Drinks? Damn right I need a drink,” Heller said.
 
   “Sir, I suggest that you allow me to buy a round of drinks for everyone in the room. Then, you can buy the next round. After that we can call it even. Right? One for each of us?”
 
   Heller tapped Stone on the shoulder. “Yep, sounds right to me.” He shouted across the room, “The next drink is on the navy.”
 
   An indecipherable roar filled the room as marine officers rushed the drink spigots.
 
   Stone said, “Lieutenant Heller, I suggest that you try an Albiean Harmonic Six-Step. Hammer can tell you how good it is, right Hammer?” Stone turned to see that Hammermill and the female officer were both gone. Stone shrugged. “Hey Gunny, fix up the lieutenant, if you please.”
 
   Gunny leaned across the bar and spoke to Stone so that no one else could hear. “I can fix him up so he won’t even remember that you were here.”
 
   “No, Gunny. I don’t think that will be necessary,” Stone shook his head. “I think Lieutenant Heller’s bark is worse than his bite.”
 
   Gunny shook his head, “No, sir. Lieutenant Heller is a marine in the employ of the Emperor. I can guarantee when they unleash Hell his bite is fatal. His bark is only slightly less so.”
 
   “Thanks for the offer, Gunny. I am sure you have your recorders on?” When the man nodded, Stone continued. “Then if I should be subject to Hell’s bite you can cover yourself and Lieutenant Heller by proving I had the option to walk away and didn’t. So, I brought it on myself. Now, if you please, mix the marine his drink.”
 
   Stone glanced over his shoulder but Heller was gone.
 
   Gunny pointed at the line at the spigots. Lieutenant Heller was standing in line to get his drink. He was laughing and shoving a group of other officers, who were laughing and shoving back. Heller bent over at the waist and raised one leg. Even through the noise, Stone could hear the fart Heller let loose.
 
   Marines faked gagging, choking and began making vomit noises, but they all backed away from Heller. The man laughed and stepped up to the now clear spigot.
 
   “Mister Stone, I can fix the payment schedule to misplace the order from you to buy a round of drinks for the room,” Gunny said.
 
   Stone shook his head and climbed back onto the barstool. “Not necessary, but thanks for the offer.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Gunny asked. “There are a lot of marines in this room. It might get a bit expensive.”
 
   “Gunny, I haven’t spent a dime of my paycheck since I joined the navy seven months ago. I don’t make much as a midshipman, but I think my account can hold up to this. Just don’t forget to charge Heller for his offer to buy the next round.”
 
   A huge hand grabbed Stone by the shoulder and spun him around. Allie all but shouted, “What is this I hear about you buying a round of drinks?”
 
   Stone just looked at her.
 
   “Well, say something,” Allie demanded.
 
   “Wow. I have never seen you out of your uniform before.”
 
   “You still haven’t seen me out of my uniform, Buster,” Allie said as she blushed, “And you might not if you go around buying a round a drinks at the drop of a hat. That is a waste of money on this group. Besides, these are just civvies.”
 
   “Wow. I never saw civvies look so good. You are stunning.”
 
   Allie blushed even deeper. “Yeah, well, thanks.” She slid onto the barstool next to Stone. She slid gently as the long, black dress was tight from the bodice to her ankles and it was slit all the way up the side, stopping only at her ribcage. The top of the dress would have been open and flowing on any normal woman, but Allie was designed to marine specifications with muscles that strained the loose fabric and tested whatever system the designer had imagined would hold the dress up. Any quick movements would reveal parts of her that the dress was obviously designed to cover.
 
   Once she was settled she signaled to Gunny for a drink. “I’ll have what Mister Stone is having. What the hell is that?”
 
   “It is a Purple…” Stone stopped. He pulled his gaze away from Allie long enough to look at the drink in his hand. “Well, I had been drinking a Purple Jeezus, but I don’t know what this is.”
 
   Gunny laughed and set another drink in front of him and an identical drink before Allie. “Please forgive me for overhearing your conversation, but Lieutenant Vedrian I have seen civvies and what you are wearing is some set of civvies.”
 
   Stone nodded, his eyes going back to looking at Allie. “I can’t stop staring. If I went blind right now I would still be happy.”
 
   Allie snarled, “That’s enough. Stop it you two.” But, she smiled. “Gunny, you are old enough to know better than to talk to an officer that way. Plus, you should know better than to let a navy midshipman buy a round of drinks for a roomful of drunken marines.”
 
   “Hold it, Allie. I don’t need a babysitter,” Stone said. “I don’t want to have an argument this early in our relationship, but don’t treat me like a child. Okay? I did what I did without asking anyone’s permission: Gunny’s, my mother’s or your’s.”
 
   Allie slammed her fist on the bar rattling drinks all along the length. “Dammit, I just…” She unclenched her jaw and closed her eyes for a second. “You are right. I am sorry, Stone. I just feel kind of protective, you know?”
 
   “I know, but Grandpa said the whole reason for me joining the navy was to learn to fend for myself. I bought the round of drinks when I found myself facing Lieutenant Heller. Rather than let him turn mean, I sort of distracted him by buying a round of drinks and getting him to buy a second round. It seemed to work. Rather than punch me, which I thought was his intention, he went away happy and got a fresh drink.”
 
   “You got Hell-child to buy a round of drinks?” Allie said in amazement. “I didn’t know that was possible. Maybe when he sees the charges on his bank statement it will teach him to drink a bit more moderately. Do you have any idea what this will do to your bank account?”
 
   Stone shrugged, “I haven’t spent much since I joined the navy, so it may hurt a bit, but I thought it would hurt less than getting pounded by Lieutenant Heller.”
 
   Gunny rapped his knuckles on the bar top to get their attention. “Sorry to interrupt, but I have been showing Mister Stone the officer’s club books. I had to enter him as an official club member to charge him for the round of drinks. Do you see this line here? Well, it is in positive numbers and climbing. Every officer in the place has bought Mister Stone a drink. Some of them have even offered to pick up part of his tab for buying the round.”
 
   “I can follow those numbers, Gunny,” Stone said, “but buying me drinks should debit their accounts, not credit mine.”
 
   Gunny said, “Well, sir, it seems the system is giving you credit for every drink that was ordered for you that you really didn’t drink. Since you are drinking Lieutenant Vedrian’s ‘special’ cocktails and the officers are ordering you some really weird and expensive mixes…well, you know how the system calculates those excesses. Not that you could drink that many colas. The numbers keep climbing as word is spreading how you wrestled the Hammer to the ground and backed Hellion down for a second time.”
 
   “Wait a minute, Gunny. I didn’t make Lieutenant Heller back down, I just distracted him. And Allie, you were there, I didn’t wrestle Lieutenant Hammermill to the ground either. He mostly tripped and I just gave him a little push.”
 
   Gunny said, “I know what I saw, sir. You wrestled Lieutenant Hammermill to the ground with a special martial arts move that put his rear on the deck faster than he could react. And I saw you face down Lieutenant Heller and made him back off. That plus I have been serving you the most alcoholic swill I know how to make and you take it all in and are as sober as the day you were born. That is what I saw and that is the story I am telling.”
 
   “But…,” Stone said.
 
   Allie shook her head. “The story has already taken a life of it’s own. It won’t really hurt those two too much, so we let it go.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Gunny added. “It just means you are going to walk out of here tonight with a tidy little profit and, if you don’t mind my saying, the prettiest woman in the room on your arm. Midshipman Stone, you are going to be the biggest legend the Marine Corps has seen since Lieutenant Stephen Decatur.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
   Stone sat at a work desk and spread the display in front of him. He used the stylus and added a column of numbers, wiped the response and re-added them.
 
   “Nope, Allie. It is not coming out right.”
 
   Allie looked up from her book. “Did you follow the directions?”
 
   “Yes sir, step by step, but I am still not getting the right answer.”
 
   Allie glanced at his work. She nodded, “Here, you should have inverted these numbers.”
 
   “But, the directions don’t say to do that,” Stone said.
 
   “Don’t whine, Stone,” Allie said. “You know, you are going to have to tell me what your mother calls you someday. I know you don’t want to be called Blackmon, but surely your family doesn’t call you Stone.”
 
   Stone whined, “I’m not whining. But, this self-study doesn’t give me what I need to know to complete it properly.” He decided to continue completely ignoring her queries into his past as he had been doing every time she asked a question about his childhood.
 
   “I think this program may be assuming you already know some of these steps. Put that aside for now.” She called up another program on the display. “Try this program. Let’s work through this together. I’ll bet it fills in the gaps your Lieutenant Vaarhoo is leaving out your studies. But, that is for next time.”
 
   Stone slammed the display shut. “That is fine with me. We have been working through math problems so long my head is spinning…or maybe it is just being with you that makes my head spin.”
 
   Allie laughed and brushed her hand through his hair. “If your head is spinning, it is because it isn’t screwed on tight enough.”
 
   Stone looked down at his lap. “Now see what you started.”
 
   Allie laughed again. “You keep bringing that subject up, so to speak, but I am telling you we are still not going there.”
 
   “Yet?” Stone grinned.
 
   “Not yet,” Allie replied with a nod. “Please don’t rush me, Stone. It has only been a week.”
 
   “It’s still my age, isn’t it? I mean if we were the same age you wouldn’t be hesitating to be with me,” Stone said.
 
   Allie nodded again. “I wish it wasn’t a problem for me, because I do want to be with you. I don’t want you to think that I am leading you on or just a tease, but I…well, I am just not ready yet, okay?”
 
   “I don’t want to wait. But I guess I don’t have any other choice. Waiting isn’t going to kill me…will it?”
 
   “It feels like it sometimes,” Allie replied and laughed. “It will get worse before it gets better, but we have only been seeing each other for a week.”
 
   “It has been a good week,” Stone said.
 
   Allie smiled, “You think so?” She leaned over and kissed him.
 
   Stone knew it had been a good week. It had not been without challenges. He and Allie had decided to take Commander Wright up on her offer to study in a spare office in her tower. Stone had not been prepared when he stepped out of the interconnecting tube between the central tower and the farms in tower one. He had been ready for the shift in artificial gravity where the deck became the bulkhead and the bulkhead became the deck. Shifting gravities was normal on commercial freighters.
 
   What he had not expected was the openness of the farm cylinder. Stone had stepped from a normal environment of four bulkheads, a deck below and a comfortable ceiling over his head into what looked like completely open air.
 
   Had he not been holding hands with Allie he would have panicked and fallen to the deck to hold on. She squeezed his hand until he quit shivering and could open his eyes.
 
   Commander Wright had explained how they had to keep the ceiling open to keep the animals from going crazy. They had designed the whole tower to appear as if it was an open range on a planet. Looking up, all you could see was sky and sun, even though you knew that eight kilometers up was the other side of the cylinder. Everyone knew that if you started walking you would eventually end back up where you started.
 
   Stone decided the difference between humans and animals must be that animals were designed not to be cooped up and humans were not designed to be in the open. He was surprised to learn Allie preferred to stand in the grassy fields rather than in the normal, safe and sane parts of the ship with real ceilings.
 
   He was even more surprised to learn Commander Wright made it available for Allie to bring groups of transient marines into her farm areas for exercise in the fresh air under the sun. Wright even had some of the marines volunteering to help her around the farms. She said with over 150,000 square kilometers of farmland she needed all the help she could get.
 
   Stone was very hesitant about bringing up the subject of getting transferred from warehousing to work with Commander Wright. He remembered her promise to have him transferred, but he hoped she had forgotten. On one hand, she would be a much better supervisor. On the other hand, he was worried he would get stuck working under the open sky, or even worse, working with Skippy who seemed to always have his hands stuck inside of an animal of one kind or another for some reason or another.
 
   Commander Wright seemed to understand his problems with open spaces. She assured him that he would get used to it over time. She encouraged him to try and spend a little more time in the open each time he and Allie came over to study.
 
   Allie was not as understanding. She seemed to think humans were meant to live in the open instead of ships. Stone was shocked to silence to learn Allie had more than once walked out into the middle of the open fields. She slept and ate alone for two days in all of the openness. She called it camping.
 
   Stone was almost ready to try that if it got him to spend the night with Allie. At least, that is what he told himself until he stepped out from an office and into the open. He had to grab on to something and hold on until the dizziness passed, and then he had to make his way to his destination as quickly as he could.
 
   Allie finally broke the kiss and pulled back. She stopped a long time before Stone was ready to quit. She sighed.
 
   “Okay Stone. That is the last time we do that until you tell me about what your family-” Allie was interrupted as the office door flew open, slamming against the bulkhead.
 
   Commander Wright stormed into the room. “What in the name of a two-bit horse is going on, Mister Stone?”
 
   Stone leapt to attention, his face turning red with embarrassment. He was not embarrassed about having been caught with Allie. He was really quite flattered that she found him, if not attractive, at least entertaining. But, Wright had offered them a place to study, not a place to tryst.
 
   Allie stood up, towering over the smaller woman. “Whoa, back up there, Commander. Stone and I aren’t in the same command. There isn’t anything inappropriate in our relationship so-”
 
   Wright waived a dismissive hand as she interrupted. “I don’t give a hoot at an owl convention if you two play kissy-face until your lips get sore. I just got tore a new orifice for asking to transfer Stone to my division.” Her normally fair features were flushed and angry. She stood face-to-face with Stone. “What gives, Mister Stone?”
 
   Stone stood rigid, trying his best not to let any emotion escape. Standing exactly as he had been taught by Senior Chief Tsosie back in training on Lazzaroni. He replied, “Sir, I don’t understand. I really don’t know what you are talking about.”
 
   Wright spat back. “Bull hockey, boy! If you had Admiral Shalako as a personal patron you should have said so when I offered to transfer you to this tower. You let me step in it up to my knees.”
 
   Stone could not help himself. He stopped standing at attention and gawked at Wright. “The admiral is my patron? Are you nuts?” Just as he said it he realized that no matter how unmilitary-like Wright seemed at times, she was a full commander in the Emperor’s navy. “Commander, I apologize. I didn’t mean to imply any mental instability-”
 
   “Maybe I am nuts,” Wright interrupted again, using a slightly calmer voice. “All I did was to sign a simple request to have a lowly midshipman transferred from third watch tower three warehouse to third watch tower one farms. You would have thought I had taken a dump in the punchbowl at a ladies tea. It should have been a simple matter between Stephens, the commander of tower three and me, the commander of tower one. Instead, I get called in front of the admiral on one of his bad days.”
 
   “I don’t get it, Commander.” Stone shook his head. He looked to Allie for help.
 
   Allie just shrugged in ignorance.
 
   Stone continued, “I have never met Admiral Shalako and I didn’t think he even knew who I was.”
 
   “Oh he knows you alright,” Wright snorted. “Did you know that he personally signed your papers out of midshipman’s school? I’ve seen your records from training, Mister Stone. You would still be on Lazzaroni Naval Base if you hadn’t received a personal and special request by name from an admiral of the fleet.”
 
   “Oh crap!”
 
   Wright agreed. “Oh crap indeed, Mister Stone. I can see the dawn of understanding in your eyes. You jammed me up with an admiral and I want to know why. If you mess up, then you ‘fess up. Come on, boy!”
 
   Allie shifted on her feet.
 
   Stone realized Allie had been poised on the balls of her feet in attack mode. He wondered if she really would have attacked a full commander to protect him. She had just shifted back on her heels and was looking at him expectantly.
 
   “I want to hear this, Stone,” Allie said quietly.
 
   “I don’t know anything about this for certain. Grandma said this might happen, but Grandpa said Stone was such a common name that it shouldn’t be an issue,” Stone replied.
 
   “What shouldn’t be an issue? Quit stalling, Stone,” Allie demanded.
 
   “How close is Admiral Shalako to retiring, Commander?” he asked.
 
   Wright said, “How should I know? Well, okay I can guess that he is pretty close. The last half a dozen admirals on the Periodontitis have retired after this posting. It is kind of like getting assigned here is the death-knell to a navy career.”
 
   “I am sorry, Commander,” Stone said. “I was trying to keep my family ties to myself. I didn’t want to be given special treatment because of who I am.”
 
   “I can understand the attitude. So, what makes you so special?” Wright asked.
 
   “I am not anyone special, but I am one of the Stones of the Stone Freight Company,” Stone shook his head in resignation.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me? We talked about them, but you didn’t say anything,” Allie all but shouted. She glanced at Wright. “You know them, Commander. They say the Stone family is almost as rich as the Emperor himself. Did you ever watch the vid-shows about them? They even number the family for order of succession. Like who is the top dog in the family! Twenty-nine this and Forty-seven that, they even call each other by the numbers. So, is that why you don’t go by your first name, Blackmon? You got a number?”
 
   Stone nodded. “Blackmon is a family name. It was my father’s last name. He changed to Stone when he married Mom. Grandpa is One and Mom is Dos. I became Trey the day I was born.”
 
   Wright stood as if in shock.
 
   Allie shouted, spitting out the words as if they hurt coming out. “Trey? You are third in line to inherit the biggest privately held fortune in all of human space?”
 
   “No, Allie,” Stone shook his head. “I am number three because Grandpa already controls the family fortune. Mom is first in line to inherit, so I am really second in line to inherit control, but that doesn’t mean the money is mine or ever will be mine. It belongs to all of the family. I would just-”
 
   “Stone, how dare you do this to me?” Allie clenched her fists. “Alright, you made me a cradle robber and a cougar, but now you’ve turned me into a gold digger as well? That is too much. No. No more!” She turned and ran from the room.
 
   Stone rushed to follow her, but two meters past the door he realized he was standing in what looked like the front lawn of a small office building on a farm. He tried to look at Allie’s fleeing back and not look up into the sky, but he couldn’t help it. He froze. He tried to go after Allie, but he could not move. He tried to go back to the office, but he was not able to back up.
 
   Coming to Commander Wright’s farm office had been difficult. He had managed by holding Allie’s hand and looking at the ground. He was stuck without her steadiness. A firm fist grasped the back of his collar and dragged him back into the office.
 
   Wright let go of his collar and said, “Son, if you can’t run across fifty meters of open grass, then maybe the admiral did me a favor by not granting your transfer. Okay, so why does your family wealth interest the admiral?”
 
   Stone calmed himself, took a deep breath and said, “Grandma was telling me that someone might try giving me special favors in hopes it would get them a good job after their navy career was over. I mean, the Stone Freight Company does hire ship’s captains from outside of the family. We run a lot more ships through a lot more freight lanes than we have family. So, if the admiral is getting ready to retire he may be thinking that he can use me to springboard onto a civilian ship.”
 
   Wright nodded. “I can see the logic. However, if the old man was trying to get on your good side, why would he stick you on third watch warehouse duty? Surely he could come up with something a little sweeter or easier. Why not put you directly on his staff?”
 
   Stone said, “Well, actually the warehouse is pretty easy for me. That is doing all of the same stuff that I grew up with on freighters. The hours aren’t the best and Lieutenant…” Stone stopped speaking. He realized he was about to complain about a superior officer to senior officer. That was something Senior Chief Tsosie had insisted was a fast way out of the navy.
 
   Wright waited, saying nothing.
 
   Stone shrugged. “I can guess Admiral Shalako didn’t want to appear to show too much favoritism too fast.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Wright shook her head. “Farms and warehouses are both under his command. It would be the same for him if you were with me or with Commander Stephens. Well, never mind, you don’t get a transfer, plus I seem to have messed things up between you and Allie.”
 
   “It is not your fault, Commander Wright,” Stone said. “I should have been more upfront with Allie. I guess I am not very good with girls.”
 
   Wright laughed. “Even if you were good with girls it wouldn’t help you with Lieutenant Vedrian. She is a woman, Mister Stone. She quit being a girl a long time ago.”
 
   “So what do I do?”
 
   “Give her some time, give her some space, give her some flowers and then apologize until you are blue in the face. In the meantime…” She paused and tapped open the communications tab on her personal assistant unit. “Skippy, shag your sorry can into the office.” She looked back at Stone. “You can continue your math lessons here. Plus, you get to work on being outside. No arguments, Mister Stone. You need to learn how to handle open spaces as much as you need to conjugate a fraction, or whatever it is you are learning.”
 
   Skippy banged through the door. “You called, boss?”
 
   Wright nodded, “I want you to take up tutoring Mister Stone on his math. You could use a refresher yourself since you aren’t all that whoopee at math. Plus, you are going to need to work with him on getting across from the tunnel opening to the office.”
 
   “Ah, boss,” Skippy laughed.” It has been a hoot to watch the lady marine drag his sorry butt over here and back. She isn’t going to…oh, sorry Mister Stone, none of my business.”
 
   “I am serious, Skippy,” Wright said. “Math and angoraphobia are serious matters.”
 
   Skippy laughed again. “Commander Wright, I believe that angoraphobia is the fear of sweaters made from goat hair. You, of all of the people on this ship, should know that. Agoraphobia is the fear of open spaces. It is not uncommon among people raised on stations and ships. My math may not be good, but I remember from my psychology class at university that the best method for treating agoraphobia is systematic desensitization.”
 
   “Sir, I am willing to try anything if it helps, but that sounds like it hurts,” Stone said.
 
   Skippy laughed. “It just means we do a little bit of outside a little bit at a time. In the meantime, I will just have to hold your hand getting you back and forth from the office to the tunnel hatches.”
 
   “Yes, sir. Just so long as you wash your hands first,” Stone nodded with a grin. “I am not afraid of germs, but I know what else you do around here and I know where your hands have been.”
 
   Wright was about to speak when all three of their communications units began to blare the alarm for general quarters. She reached up to shut off her personal assistant.
 
   “General quarters, gentlemen. Skippy, get him to and through the tunnel hatch if you have to carry him, then get to your station. I have to get to the tower one command bridge.”
 
   “Aye, aye, sir.” Both men responded.
 
   Stone did not remember the short trip across the grassy lawn. He just crashed to the deck after being tossed across the artificial gravity shift. Tower one farms had the ‘down’ along its vertical shell. The tunnel leading to the central tower was designed with the ‘down’ being the horizontal deck. Crashing to the deck was the easiest way to make the transition. Most of the time it felt like jumping into a hole and landing with your feet on the side, only the side of the hole had become the bottom of the hole. Stone could have made the switch without thinking having grown up on a freighter with shifting gravities. Somehow being carried and tossed through an open hatch seemed to affect his normal grace.
 
   Stone scrambled to his feet, breathing a sigh of relief at having a normal ceiling over his head. He rushed along the tunnel and into the central tower. Fortunately, he was only a few decks above the midshipmen’s recreation area. That had to be his first stop.
 
   He ignored the elevators, knowing they would be crammed with people moving up. He waited for an opening in the drop-chute and jumped.
 
   Gravity pulled him down. He counted the decks as they whizzed past. A quick push against the chute stabilizer bar at the right time sent him flying out into the correct corridor. He hit the deck with his feet churning and his knees slightly bent as he had been doing since he could walk, making the shift from the drop-chute to deck with ease. He cursed at himself for being able to do such a simple maneuver like exiting a drop-chute but being unable to walk across a fifty meter swath of grass.
 
   The midshipmen’s recreation room bulkhead was lined with combat suits. The huge room was bustling with midshipmen in all stages of dress and undress, climbing over each other in an effort to don their combat suit. The suits on either side of Stone’s suit were already gone, so he had clear space to slip in, seal up and head for the hatch.
 
   Once in the corridor, he raced to the tunnel between the central tower and tower three. He toggled on the heads-up display on the helmet face shield. He called up a clock display showing how much time had passed since the general quarters announcement. He was relieved to see he was going to pass through the tunnel between the central tower and tower three with plenty of time to spare.
 
   Each of the seven towers clustered around the central tower was designed to operate as an independent spaceship. In the event this was not another exercise, but a real attack by the Hyrocanians, the admiral in the central tower command bridge had the option to order a tower separation. This would seal the double set of hatches at the tunnel ends triggering explosive charges. It would blow the towers free to operate as a fleet of eight ships.
 
   Each tower was much larger than other navy combat ships. A helmsman with average skills could park even the largest dreadnought in the hanger bay of any tower. But for all of their bulk they were less heavily armed and much less heavily armored than a medium sized battle cruiser. Tower separation was thought to be more of a retreat move because it would give the enemy eight targets to attack instead of one. The thought was that maybe some towers would run and be able to get away while their fellow towers were being blown to bits.
 
   Any personnel caught in the tunnels at separation would have to wait for rescue while floating in space encased in a sealed metal tube until the battle was over. For exercise purposes, rescue meant whenever the exercise was over someone would come and open the tunnel hatches.
 
   Stone called up the roster of the enlisted men assigned to his general quarters station. He scanned the list quickly and frowned. It was the beginning of second watch, so all of his crew was officially off duty. He saw he was going to be short handed again. Petty Officer Watkins and three others were so drunk even a massive dose of detox was not going to get them to their duty station on time. All four were headed to sickbay as required by regulations. It was not against regulations to be drunk when not on duty, but if you were called up for any reason, you were required to report to sickbay for duty there. It was duty that consisted of taking detox, throwing up and then taking more detox.
 
   If those four were all that were missing Stone would have been able to manage the general quarters duties effectively. But, two others were also headed to sickbay, one with a complaint of diarrhea and one claiming a bad back. Three other spacers were listed as on leave, each with approved documents signed by Lieutenant Vaarhoo. One of the remaining enlisted spacers was down checked because her combat suit had refused to activate.
 
   That left Stone with two spacers to man a station that required eight enlisted men and an officer to handle. His general quarters station was munitions feed station #97 and proper staffing was important. Each tower had gun, laser, maser, phaser and missile emplacements all along their length. Each weapons station had a small munitions bunker nearby. Stone’s crew was tasked with sending the right ammunition to the correct munitions bunker from the main warehouse munitions storage facilities all along tower three. As long as the towers remained conjoined he was also responsible for feeding ammunition to the central tower, although the only functional weapons emplacements were at the top and bottom of the tower. Towers two and four also received munitions feeds from his station.
 
   Stone wanted to curse, but held his tongue. Each spacer had, by regulations, valid reasons for not attending the general quarters call. Stone could understand not wanting to seal up inside a combat suit when you were suffering from diarrhea and sickbay was where you went to get something to stop the runs. But, it was impossible to get to sickbay, get medicated and get to a duty station on time. A combat suit would also aggravate a bad back. Even going on leave was an enlisted man’s right. Lieutenant Vaarhoo was within regulations to authorize any requested leave and nothing even remotely suggested that he was required to notify a lowly midshipman beforehand. And although Stone had personally done a combat suit inspection on all of the enlisted suits less than two days ago, he knew bad things happen at the most inconvenient times. Still, it was disheartening to have less and less men for each general quarters call.
 
   Stone shook his head inside the helmet. He was not ready for a test run on his plan to operate general quarters with less than eight men, but it seemed he was not going to have a chance to test his plan before implementing it. He grinned realizing even if it did not work, it was not going to make things any worse than doing general quarters call with only twenty-five percent of the needed staff. He knew the enlisted men reporting for duty were the two newest members of his staff. Both men had reported on board the Ol’ Toothless after he did.
 
   He raced through the tunnel. He was glad to be able to ignore the gravity shift from the central tower’s horizontal gravity to tower three’s vertical gravity matrix. The suit made it possible to leap across the threshold with only a slight disorientation. It was not at all like being thrown across the shift.
 
   His duty station was three decks up. Since tower three was designed as a tube within a tube within a tube there were far fewer decks than in the central tower’s office building style layout. Stone ignored the elevators as they were already jammed with suited figures waiting for the next lift.
 
   He reached a ladder-well leading to the decks above. It was a long ladder, leading all the way to the central tube over three and a half kilometers above. The next deck above was five hundred meters over head. It would be a long climb up, but the suit would be doing most of the work.
 
   Each deck was a different distance apart depending on the requirements of the warehouse units and the storage capabilities. Each deck was set at a different gravity level dependent upon the storage needs. The ladder-well was a contradiction of gravity fluctuations where a person on the ladder might encounter zero gravity for long distances, interspersed with pockets of varying heaviness.
 
   Stone activated the suit’s enhanced mechanics and jumped. He shot up the ladder. If he began to slow he reached out a hand or a foot pressing against a step, rail or stanchion to continue his upward leap. It almost felt as if he were moving in a gravity free zone, except he slowed far too often.
 
   He reached the duty station before either of the enlisted men. There was a swivel chair in the middle that rotated to view all of the stations and displays in the circular room. He assumed it was for whoever was in command. He had never sat in the chair as he had always been sort handed and had manned a console station.
 
   He popped open the suit, slid the helmet back on the neck hinge and slid the gloves off on the wrist pinions. With his hands free, he reached into the suit and pulled out his personal assistant. He snapped it into the console. The p.a. broadcast a primary display onto the bulkhead. He scanned through the files, quickly pulling the special packet and spreading its displays across the bulkheads in front of the consoles. After setting the displays in place he sealed up his suit and gloves, but left his helmet visor open.
 
   “Spacers Ramirez and Rojo, reporting for duty, Mister Stone.”
 
   Stone spun about and smiled at the two men. “Gentlemen, if you please, Spacer Ramirez take console four and Spacer Rojo take console six. I will stand watch at console five.”
 
   Both men responded together, but without confidence, “Aye, aye, Mister Stone.”
 
   Stone smiled wider. “Thank you, gentlemen. Please feel free to crack your helmets open, but be prepared to seal up quickly.”
 
   “Mister Stone, who else is coming?” Ramirez asked as he opened his visor.
 
   “Just us, Spacer Ramirez,” Stone smiled confidently.
 
   “Well, that’s it,” Ramirez stood and said. “No way can three of us run this place. We might as well go back to bed.”
 
   “Sit down, Spacer Ramirez. We will perform and we will perform above standard, is that understood?” He spoke calmly, but he almost smiled when he realized he had used the same cadence and tone Chief Tsosie had used on him during training.
 
   “Mister Stone, I don’t recognize these displays. We didn’t train on these in warehouse school,” Spacer Rojo said.
 
   Stone almost shuddered at the thought that the Empire had to send men to school to teach them how to move boxes from one shelf to another. He knew his growing up on freighters had jaded his view of the work, but it was not brain science. He stepped up to Rojo and put his hand on the man’s shoulder. It was a psychological touch as Rojo could not have felt his hand through Stone’s gauntlet or Rojo’s suit.
 
   “Those displays are how we are going to do this today. Spacer Rojo, each of these symbols is a destination munitions bunker. The display reads the records of how much they have and how much of what ammunition type they need. Spacer Ramirez, the displays in front of you show where we have munitions stored and how much we have. Watch these numbers here…” He continued to show the two men how the displays interacted. He quickly taught each man to touch the display to direct the warehouse to pull and dispense the appropriate munitions to the appropriate bunker.
 
   Spacer Ramirez said, “Cool, but what about the rails in section tcw-c17?”
 
   “They aren’t fixed yet?” Stone asked.
 
   “Huh, not as far as I know, but you’re the boss. Don’t you know…Mister Stone?”
 
   Stone remembered Chief Tsosie said men draw confidence from their officers, so he was to be confident at all times. However, Grandpa had said sometimes you have to show your men you are human. Stone was not sure how to answer. He decided to try honesty.
 
   “How would I know?” he said. “Those office weenies never tell the working man a thing. When were you last down there?”
 
   “Two days ago, I guess,” Ramirez shrugged. “Those anti-grave rails were still twisted then. No way just the three of us can manage this and hump munitions past that screwed up spot.”
 
   “Even in these suits it would take all three of us to wrestle some of these munitions loads,” Stone agreed with a nod.” No sense in complaining about the maintenance guys not getting here to fix the rails yet. We will just try to route around the bad spots. Let’s-”
 
   “Hey, navy boy!” Stone was interrupted by a shout. He spun about to see a giant marine combat suit filling the hatchway. The suit was sealed up and the voice had blasted from speakers.
 
   “You lost, marine?” Stone shouted back.
 
   “Mister Stone, I am an Emperor’s marine. I may not know exactly where I am, but I am never lost.” The suit twisted a bit and a huge gloved hand pointed at the name stenciled across the upper right chest.
 
   “Lieutenant Hammermill, this is a surprise,” Stone said with a tone of confusion in his voice. “I am running short of time here, but what can I do to help, sir?”
 
   “Well, Mister Stone, during general quarters we marines are assigned to seal up in our combat suits and scatter around the ship. Our hope, and it is our only hope of something to do, is for the chance to repel boarders. Since we are not told where we are to scatter on the ship, it was suggested, and I won’t say who suggested it, but it was suggested that I bring a squad over here. And I do gotta say, that here is as good as anywhere. So the real question is: what can I do for you? Keep in mind that regulations state we gotta stay sealed up, but these suits the Emperor loans us are very versatile.”
 
   “Do you happen to have anyone who is not too ham-fisted around a display?” Stone asked.
 
   Hammermill was silent. Stone realized he was not thinking about the answer, but asking his squad the question on a separate communications link. Hammermill stepped back and another suit crowded the hatch. This suit was years older and banged up, with so many stickers and handwritten notes scrawled on it that it looked like an elementary school bulletin board.
 
   The marine spoke through the suit’s speakers. “Sir, I do recognize those displays, so I shouldn’t have too much trouble adapting.”
 
   Stone was startled. “Gunny? Is that you?”
 
   “Yes, Mister Stone. I see you have managed to mangle my program and make it work for navy applications.” Gunny took a seat at a console and scanned through the displays.
 
   “So, that gives one of my marines something to do, Mister Stone.” Hammermill said. “What else have you got?”
 
   “Well, we have a bad anti-gravity rail section that is twisted. If the marines are not adverse to a little physical labor,” Stone admitted, “we need to manually move munitions past that section, especially if we go live.”
 
   “Oh, I love handling ammo,” Hammermill laughed. “I got enough guys here with me to form a bucket brigade if you need it.”
 
   Stone made a mental note to look up bucket brigade.
 
   “Spacer Ramirez,” Stone ordered, “take Lieutenant Hammermill to tcw-c17 and show him the bad rails.” He watched the navy man lead the group of marines down the corridor.
 
   “Mister Stone?” Gunny’s voice came through his suit’s speakers as the marine sergeant was still sealed up.
 
   “Yes, Gunny?”
 
   “Do we know whether this is a real event, a paper exercise or a live fire exercise?”
 
   Stone shrugged and then realized that even if Gunny had been looking at him he could not have seen the movement in his suit. He said, “I don’t really know. I have been told we can feel the vibrations through the hull when the guns fire, but I haven’t been here when they let loose so I can’t say for sure. Why? Are you worried about your getting from here to where you need to be to repel boarders?”
 
   “No, sir. Since the Hyrocanians have a tendency to ignore hatches and punch through the hull anywhere they please, that isn’t a problem. We can’t be everywhere at once, so anywhere we are standing is as good as anywhere else.”
 
   “What do you mean they come through the hull anywhere?” Stone asked.
 
   Gunny grinned at him through his visor. “Yes sir. We haven’t been able to figure out why they cut through a hull where they do. We don’t know whether it is random chance or whether they really have something on their teenie little brains. If they can get past the shields and the guns, they just slosh that acid sludge they use that eats through the hull. Then, they pour through the gap.”
 
   Stone looked up at the ceiling nervously; shook himself, and then realized that the hull really was down. “Acid sludge?”
 
   “Don’t you worry about it none, Mister Stone,” Gunny laughed. “That sludge’ll eat though these combat suits so fast you won’t feel a thing. Besides, a few hundred Hyrocanians shouldn’t bother a man who put Lieutenant Hammermill on his butt in a bar fight.”
 
   “Lieutenant Hammermill?” Spacer Rojo asked. “You mean that big lieutenant that was just in here? Mister Stone whooped his ass?”
 
   Stone said, “Oh, don’t listen to the Gunny, Spacer Rojo. It wasn’t like that-”
 
   Hammermill’s voice boomed out through their suit’s speakers. “If you are going to talk about me behind my back, then change frequencies on your communications units. And Rojo, don’t listen to Mister Stone. He is just too modest for his own good. He put me on my can. I can’t deny it. In fact, if I remember right, he ended up sitting on my chest. Ain’t that right, Gunny?”
 
   Gunny replied, “Yes, Lieutenant. I was there and saw the whole thing. And sir, there still isn’t another marine on this ship that can do the same thing…except maybe me and I wouldn’t ever try that on an officer, sir.”
 
   Hammermill’s laugh boomed over the speakers. “Don’t get too comfortable there Gunny. This may not be a drill. If this is real live action and it degenerates into repelling boarders, I want you free to sync up with us on the double, got me?”
 
   “Aye, aye, sir,” Gunny replied.
 
   “Why did you ask whether it was real or not, Gunny?” Stone asked.
 
   “Well, Mister Stone. Your numbers here indicate the stock levels of various munitions bunkers, right?”
 
   “Yes Gunny, you can see here, here and here.” Stone pointed at the various displays. “You can see what the level was when the general quarters call began and what it is now. So, if the gun crews are firing whether real or in an exercise we can see the rate of consumption. Why?”
 
   Gunny pointed at another figure. “This is the max level of what the bunker holds, right?”
 
   “Yes. Why…oh, I see. They weren’t even full to begin with, right? So, why don’t we go ahead and finish the load out! Gentlemen, let’s start moving munitions to match the numbers on the display.”
 
   “Good thinking, Mister Stone,” Gunny said. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of that first.”
 
   Stone laughed, “Yeah, yeah. Being a comedian may have gotten you to a gunnery sergeant in the marines, but you keep that crap up with me and the navy will make you an officer.”
 
   Gunny replied, “Hey LT, before that happens, put me in against the first wave of Hyrocanians.”
 
   “That was my plan anyway, Gunny,” Hammermill answered. “We gotta get rid of you old geezers somehow to make room for the young cannon fodder on the way up the ranks.”
 
   “Lieutenant Hammermill, we have started moving munitions. Are you ready to hump boxes past the bad spots?” Stone asked.
 
   Hammermill said. “No way, navy. We are right behind you.”
 
   Stone spun around and saw Hammermill blocking the hatch. Hammermill moved slightly to let Ramirez into the control room. “I don’t understand.”
 
   Hammermill said. “This squad is a makeshift group of transient marines that were just sitting around looking for something to do. One of the guys has a secondary specialty as a rail-gun technician. He spotted the problem with the bad spot in the rails and fixed it. I left him and another jarhead down there to keep an eye on things. So I say let ‘er rip. I will get a call if there is a breakdown on the antigravity conveyers.”
 
   Stone pointed Ramirez to the console. “Take over for the marines, Spacer Ramirez. Let’s run the munitions to full. Don’t force it, gentlemen. Just let the system manage it.”
 
   Stone, Hammermill and Gunny stood watching the numbers for a minute.
 
   Hammermill grabbed Stone by the shoulder and pulled him back across the room and as close to the corridor as he could get without leaving the room.
 
   “Hey! What gives, Lieutenant? I can’t leave this area. It is my duty station.”
 
   Hammermill cracked open his visor so that he could speak directly to Stone. He said, “I know, Mister Stone. You haven’t left your station. You are still in the hatchway and can see everything going on in there. And I told Gunny on a marine secure link to keep an eye on your two guys.”
 
   Stone shook his head. “I don’t-”
 
   “Keep your voice down, Stone,” Hammermill interrupted. “This is just between you and me.”
 
   Stone did not understand, but he nodded and said quietly, “Okay, Hammer. Just between us. What gives?”
 
   “My rail-gun tech used a lot of technical mumbo-jumbo, but it all boiled down that the null spots in your anti-gravity conveyer weren’t normal wear and tear damage. He said it looked deliberate.”
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   Stone was startled. He shouted, “Deliberate!”
 
   Hammermill shook his head slightly. “Keep it down, Stone. We don’t know if either of your people were involved, so I wouldn’t let them know that you know. But, now you can keep your eyes open. Maybe review any security videos to see who, if anyone, was in the area.”
 
   Stone’s voice almost croaked with high emotion while trying to keep the volume down. “Sabotage? Hammer, are you sure? I find that hard to believe. These guys are not a crack outfit, but I can’t imagine them deliberately damaging the ship.”
 
   Hammermill shook his head. “That is what my guy says, but he said it looked more like someone was just trying to slow things down, not actually do any permanent damage.”
 
   “But we run munitions across those rails. If we don’t feed the guns fast enough then we could lose the ship,” Stone said.
 
   Hammermill held up a hand and listened to a communication through his suit that Stone could not hear. He nodded to Gunny.
 
   “Hammer, is something wrong?” Stone asked.
 
   “I don’t know yet, Stone.” Hammermill shook his head. “I just got a call from Hellboy. He says the guns in his area have begun firing. He has a call into Major Numos to see if he can find out what is going on. Gunny confirms the gun emplacements are showing ammo use.” He slammed his face shield down.
 
   Stone almost leapt back to the consoles. “Rojo, report.”
 
   “Mister Stone, according to these displays the munitions are being transferred to the bunkers without mishap,” Rojo answered.
 
   “Spacer Rojo, I mean are the ship’s guns firing?” Stone asked.
 
   Rojo shook his head. “I don’t know, Mister Stone. How am I supposed to know?”
 
   Gunny stepped forward and pointed a massive finger at a display in front of Rojo. “See the number there, navy? You see this too, Ramirez? The whole column of numbers tells you the guns are expending ammo. We can’t tell if they are firing the guns or flushing the ammo down the toilet, but we can tell they are drawing stuff from their on-site bunkers.”
 
   “I see that, but this number says the amount of ammo in the bunker is increasing,” Rojo replied.
 
   Gunny looked over at Stone and Hammer. Even though he was still completely sealed in his combat suit with the face shield down, he seemed to be saying, “What are you gonna do?”
 
   Stone scanned the numbers on the displays. “Gentlemen, it appears you are filling their bunkers faster than they can fire. Keep up the good work.”
 
   Rojo grinned, but Ramirez looked puzzled.
 
   “What if we send them too much?” Ramirez asked.
 
   Stone applauded, his suit gloves clanging loudly. “Very good question, Spacer. The system is designed to quit filling the bunkers when they can’t take any more. If the program does mess up, then we just bring it back and store it here again. Plus, this program should automatically report all of the expendables sent to the bunkers so the procurement department can order more.”
 
   “Well, why are we here if the computers do everything for us?” Ramirez asked, frustration evident in his voice.
 
   “We are here because no system runs without making mistakes,” Stone answered. “No automated system can be designed to adapt to every unexpected or random event. We are here to watch and correct those mistakes.”
 
   Rojo said, “It looks like the shooting is stopping or at least-”
 
   Every communications unit in the room blared, interrupting Rojo. “End of live fire exercise. Secure all stations and stand down from general quarters.”
 
   “Well, Spacer Rojo. It looks like you called it before they did. Great work!” Stone said. “Good work to both of you.” He turned to the marines. “And thanks to the marines. We couldn’t have done this without-”
 
   Stone’s communications unit interrupted him. “Mister Stone, report to Lieutenant Vaarhoo’s office as soon as possible; duty uniform is required.” He wanted to properly thank the marines, but they were gone. Both spacers were looking at him expectantly.
 
   “Gentlemen, this system should handle most of the required after action work. It has already sent many of those reports up the chain of command for us. What hasn’t been done can be done later. I should be able to get it done on third watch in…” He checked the time piece on the console. “About two hours from now.”
 
   He was surprised. The general quarters exercise had taken longer than he remembered, but everything had gone so smoothly the time had flown by. There was not a whole lot of time before he was officially on duty for third shift. If Lieutenant Vaarhoo did not take too much time, he should be able to eat breakfast before reporting for duty; or was it lunch; or maybe lupper; or whatever it was called at this time of the day.
 
   Rojo interrupted his thoughts. “Mister Stone, how did we do on the exercise? When will they tell you our score?”
 
   Every spacer on his crew knew that his or her general quarter scores had been getting progressively worse. He had tried not to make a big deal of it other than to encourage them to make every general quarters call they possibly could. Still, everyone knew the better you did during the exercise, the better it reflected on your duty reports and the better it would be when getting promoted or assigned to your next duty station.
 
    “We have to wait until the system finishes calculating and transferring all of the data before we can shut down power to the consoles,” Stone said. “It should take another couple of minutes. The last thing these new displays are designed to report is our score. I am going to wait until things shut down before changing and heading up to see the LT. You two are welcome to wait or you can get out of here.”
 
   “I would like to stay. I would really like to see how we did,” Rojo said.
 
   “Nah, not me,” Ramirez said. “I can find out later what score we got. I have dreams to get back to. Are you sure you should wait, Mister Stone? I heard your comm-call that Lieutenant Vaarhoo said to change and get up to him asap.”
 
   “Thanks for watching out for me,” Stone smiled. “But ‘asap’ means as soon as I can, but it is doesn’t mean ‘on the double’. I still have to shut down here. Both of you can take tonight off. I will cover you and put you in the roster as excused absence on my authority. Great job, guys. Thanks. I mean it. Really good!”
 
   Stone and Rojo watched Ramirez race out of the room and down the corridor. They turned their attention to the consoles and watched the displays begin to blink out. Each one shutting down automatically as it reached the end of its function and reporting.
 
   “Can I ask a question Mister Stone?” Rojo spoke.
 
   “Sure, Spacer Rojo. Fire away.”
 
   “How come they don’t train us on programs like this in warehouse school? And how come we didn’t use this the last time?”
 
   “I just finished putting this program together. I didn’t even have time to test it.” When Stone saw Rojo glance at him in amazement he added, “I didn’t write the thing. I borrowed the basic programming from a marine I know. I just made some minor adjustments to make it fit what we need it for. Honestly, I can’t be the first person to put something together like this, so I don’t know why the navy doesn’t use something similar.”
 
   “Well, Mister Stone, it looks like we gave it a pretty good test today.”
 
   Stone grinned. “We did at that, didn’t we? So, now I need to take this program, write a few forms and send it up the chain of command for navy approval and then we can use it all of the time. Even other stations can adapt it to their needs. It is really a pretty easy program to modify. Heck, my folks work on a merchant freighter. I have already sent them a copy of the program for them to use.”
 
   Rojo grinned back. ”Good thing you already sent a copy to your family. Once the navy get’s a hold of it they will classify it as a secret or something so nobody gets to use-”
 
   A small chime drew their attention to the last display hovering on the bulkhead above the consoles. Everything else had shut down.
 
   Rojo whistled. “Boy howdy…sorry, Mister Stone, I mean, that is some score!”
 
   “Spacer Rojo, I think I agree,” Stone nodded his head in amazement. “However, it must be a glitch in the programming. I mean, we did well, but if the system calculates as 100% being perfect, how do we get to be better than perfect?”
 
   Rojo just shrugged. “I don’t know, Mister Stone.”
 
   Stone shrugged back. “I suppose I will find out from Lieutenant Vaarhoo. Let’s shut these consoles down, turn the lights out and get out of here.”
 
   He was astonished at a score of 157%. He knew it had to be a glitch, but it was still nice to see some sort of victory after months of bad scores. His whole navy career was one bad score after another. He kept a happy glow about him as he changed into his duty uniform and took the elevator up to Vaarhoo’s office. He did not even mind getting directed to wait for the lieutenant.
 
   While he waited, Stone took out his personal assistant. He did not know if he wanted to call up the inventory program he had just run for the general quarters and look for the glitch that gave him a better than perfect score. He decided he wanted to live with 157% for a while longer, so he called up the math program he was working on and began to retrace the mistakes he had made earlier.
 
   He glanced up in time to see Petty Officer Watkins come into the office and get ushered into Vaarhoo’s office without delay. He almost asked the spacer at the admit desk why he was made to wait when an enlisted man got to go in first, but decided it must be Lieutenant Vaarhoo’s choice.
 
   It was not very long before Watkins came out of the office and hustled off without even glancing in Stone’s direction. Watkins should have at least acknowledged Stones presence, but there wasn’t any way to prove Watkins had even seen him, so Stone went back to his math.
 
   He had barely started again when the spacer called to usher him into Vaarhoo’s office.
 
   Before he could even report Vaarhoo shouted, “What do you think you are doing, Stone? No. Don’t answer. I will tell you what you are doing. Screwing up is what you are doing. I thought you were just a little slow, but you really take first prize.”
 
   Stone stammered, “Sir, I don’t-”
 
   “Shut up, Stone,” Vaarhoo snapped. “I told you to keep quiet and I mean it.”
 
   Stone gave a mental sigh and remembered his promise to keep his mouth closed around his supervisor.
 
   “First: you get my can in a crack by trying to go around me to get a transfer to a different tower. Any request for transfer must, and I repeat must, have my authorization. I didn’t give it and I won’t. I am not in the habit of passing off problem midshipmen to other officers, not even to the farms in tower one. Plus, you tried to use Commander Wright to do it. Apparently you did not know that she is in command of tower one by name only. She is an animal doctor, not real navy. Second Commander Tatamount is the actual military commander of tower one.”
 
   Stone knew he had not asked for a transfer. Commander Wright asked for him by name. Whatever her position, she was a superior officer and could ask for anyone she wanted. Even a junior ensign could ask for his transfer, if the junior ensign wanted him.
 
   “Second: you used unauthorized personnel during a general quarters call. You had marines, damn it, marines manning navy stations. What were you thinking? No. Don’t say anything. I know that you weren’t thinking. Marines! You had marines sitting at consoles.” Vaarhoo swiveled his head back and forth as if trying to shake something completely disgusting off his nose.
 
   Stone was thinking those marines had been better than the majority of personnel the navy had assigned to his crew. Still, he did have to agree he had used marines when he needed more hands. But, he had not ordered them to help; they had volunteered.
 
   “Third: you authorized non-navy personnel to repair navy equipment. More marines! Now we have to get an emergency crew down there to re-fix whatever that grunt screwed up. Your relationship with that marine first lieutenant must be affecting your thinking.”
 
   Stone almost frowned, but kept his face neutral. He was beginning to wonder how Lieutenant Vaarhoo knew so much. Especially about what went on during the general quarters call. It had ended less than an hour ago. Stone knew Vaarhoo’s general quarters station was a maser emplacement amidships in tower three. During a live fire exercise he should have been too busy to watch and observe Stone’s crew over the ship’s video system.
 
   “Fourth: and I don’t even know what to make of this, you used an unauthorized program and you gave that program access to the ship’s warehouse systems. Who knows what kind of alterations the program made to our operational system? If we lose one iota of data, I will personally see you broken down to spacer third class.”
 
   Stone wondered briefly if Watkins could have told Vaarhoo, but the petty officer had been in sickbay not at his duty station during general quarters. He knew it could have been Rojo or Ramirez, but he did not see how either one of them could have gotten to Vaarhoo quicker than he had. Ramirez had left earlier, but not nearly early enough to reach the lieutenant’s office without Stone having seen him. Maybe one of the two spacers had sent a communications message to Vaarhoo, except that most spacers were not in the habit of blatantly snitching on officers to superior officers.
 
   “I don’t care that you set a new ship’s record for operations during a general quarters call. I don’t care that you actually achieved a 157 point something rating. It doesn’t matter. You didn’t follow procedure to get it, so I am wiping it off your record. How you managed to finagle the data to get better than perfect is going to take a full-on investigation!” Vaarhoo was red in the face with anger. “I have to explain how a lowly midshipman in my division screwed up this badly. And I have to explain that to the admiral himself.”
 
   Stone said, “Lieutenant, my men, Spacers Rojo and Ramirez did as I instructed. I understand about having the 157% rating wiped from my records, but they didn’t do anything wrong. I respectfully request that both men be allowed to keep the score in their records.”
 
   Vaarhoo screeched, “How in the name of the Great Green Earth can I give them a more than perfect score when their watch officer’s record shows an incomplete? You don’t have an answer for that do you? If you had been thinking of their future instead of just yours, you wouldn’t have to worry about those men. And they are not ‘your’ men. They are my men.”
 
   Stone wanted to laugh. He was feeling almost giddy with excitement. He had scored well over perfect on an actual navy general quarters call. Whether it showed in his record or not did not matter to him. He had succeeded. But, he kept any hint of happiness from leaking through to his expression.
 
   Vaarhoo checked the time on his personal assistant. It was obvious he wanted to dismiss Stone. Instead he said, “Okay, sit. Show me your progress in math.”
 
   The next fifteen minutes was taken up with the lieutenant looking for any area or any mistake he could find. Stone was pleased that as hard as the lieutenant tried the man was failing miserably to find mistakes, so he changed tactics and was having Stone explain the math problems.
 
   Stone was in the middle of an explanation when the lieutenant interrupted. “Enough. Get out of my office. You have about thirty minutes to get to your duty station. I suggest you go straight there. No. I strongly suggest you go straight to your duty station. An officer should arrive before his crew and not leave until they have all left.”
 
   “Aye, aye, Lieutenant,” Stone said as he stood and snapped to attention. “Thank you, sir.” For once he executed a perfect about face and marched from the office, through the cluster of enlisted desks in the outer office and into the corridor. Once in the corridor, a big grin split his face. He did not care if anyone else saw him grinning like some kind of idiot. He got an official 157% score on a live fire g.q. exercise. It would not be on his record, but he would know.
 
   He almost whistled to himself as he headed down the elevators to the tower three crossover tunnel. He would miss breakfast, but he could grab something quick during a mid-shift break. He was feeling so triumphant he knew he could wait for the mid-shift meal and then he could celebrate with ice cream.
 
   The thought of ice cream made him think of Allie. He knew why she was mad at him. He knew he should have trusted her and been honest with her, but he had been afraid she would react exactly like she did. He really wanted to call her and share his happiness, but he could not. His conflicting emotions felt like a kick to the stomach and he stumbled as he passed across the anti-gravity threshold between the tunnel and into tower three. Then, the kick in the stomach was for real.
 
   The kick in the stomach came just as he was coming around a blind corner in the corridor and it doubled him over. He knew if he had eaten he would have lost his lunch. Rough hands grabbed him. The sack pulled over his head was heavy enough to block out all light. He was dragged a short distance and through a hatch. His arms were twisted behind him and he was held up so that only his toes touched the deck. Stone was struck three more times in the stomach. He was hit across the face.
 
   “No marks on the face. No bruising that shows, you idiot,” a voice said. Try as he might Stone did not recognize the voice. It was not PO Watkins, but he was sure he had heard the voice before. It was gruff and uncompromising.
 
   “Listen up, numbnuts. Quit screwing around. Quit rocking the boat. Leave the marines alone. You just show up on your job and let your crew do their jobs. Do nothing else. I know you understand what I am saying. Understand this: our little meeting here is as pleasant as it gets. Next time we will not be so nice.”
 
   Another punch in the stomach would have caused Stone to double over except he was being held up. Suddenly, he was let go and he dropped heavily to the deck. He heard the hatch close. He groaned loudly. It hurt. He had been in a fight just once before. He and his cousin Jimbo had been wandering around a station just looking to be looking. They were jumped by a couple of local station brats looking for trouble. He had been punched a few times before the stationers ran off, but he could not remember it hurting this bad. He and Jimbo had laughed it off.
 
   Stone levered himself to his feet and pulled the sack off his head. The room he was in was almost pitch black except for the small red dot over the hatch indicating where the exit was located. He stumbled to the hatch, silently willing the hatch to not be locked from the outside.
 
   He stepped into the corridor. It was empty. He leaned against the bulkhead and breathed deeply. His breath caught and he tried not to breathe so deep. He checked the time on his personal assistant and was surprised to see he still had twenty minutes before third watch began. He stood as straight as he could and walked the rest of the way to his station.
 
   He waved to the ensign on duty, but did not speak. Their routine was for Stone to show up for duty and the ensign left. The ensign had not required Stone to speak since the first day. He had not ever waited for his crew to be relieved; he just left without a word.
 
   Spacer Ramirez was the first man to come on duty. Ramirez smiled, but when Stone did not return the smile, he shrugged and went off to his duty station, relieving the spacer from second watch. A few others came on duty, some nodded, some did not and some looked as if they were walking in their sleep.
 
   Stone watched each of his crew carefully as they came on duty. Each man reported to Stone and he assigned each man to a station. Stone spread them out to various duty stations without his usual thought or concern. Some of his crew had duty stations at consoles in the room. Others were spread about at consoles around the warehouse complex. As each man replaced the second watch warehouseman, the faces on the consoles in front of Stone changed. Stone looked at each face. Some stared back, some did not and some looked as if they had gone back to sleep.
 
   When Spacer Rojo reported for duty he grinned wildly at Stone. He looked confused when Stone just gave him his duty station and said nothing else.
 
   Petty Officer Watkins was the last man in the door, barely reporting on time. Stone stared at him without giving him his duty station, but the man refused to look Stone in the eye. He just stood quietly looking at the deck.
 
   Stone checked the console displays. As always there were more warehousemen on second watch than were assigned to the third watch. He also knew that first watch had more warehousemen assigned to it than the second watch and third watches combined.
 
   He spoke into the department intercom. “All second watch crew are relieved of duty. Thank you for your service to the Emperor.” He looked up at the petty officer. “PO Watkins, your uniform has a stain on the knee.”
 
   Watkins shrugged, “So?”
 
   “So?” Stone mimicked the man. “So? Petty Officer Watkins, is that all you have to say?”
 
   “You never cared before,” Watkins replied. “That stain has been there for a couple a weeks.”
 
   Stone stood up and faced the man. He wanted to stare at Watkins eye to eye, but he was about four inches too short. None-the-less, he stepped within inches of Watkins and stared at the man’s face, willing the enlisted man to flinch.
 
   Watkins looked away, still not meeting Stone’s eyes.
 
   “Petty Officer Watkins, you will come to attention when reporting for duty and you will report wearing a serviceable uniform,” Stone’s voice was cold.
 
   “What?” Watkins replied.
 
   “PO Watkins, how long have you been in the Emperor’s navy?” Stone asked, keeping all emotion from his voice except for an ice cold edge to his words. He could feel the others in the room watching his back, both those in the room and those watching through the monitors. He even imagined he could feel Lieutenant Vaarhoo watching the same video feeds. Right now he did not care who was watching. His stomach hurt and the side of his face stung.
 
   “I guess about sixteen years or so. Why?” Watkins mumbled.
 
   Stone’s voice became colder. “Sixteen years and in all that time you haven’t learned how to stand at attention, is that what you are telling me, Petty Officer Watkins?”
 
   “Uh, no. I mean, I know how to do it, but I just-”
 
   “Petty Officer Watkins, if you understand how, then you should be standing that way now, should you not?”
 
   Watkins straightened his back in a semblance of standing at attention.
 
   Stone looked the man over. “Petty Officer Watkins, you will address me as Mister or Mister Stone when you speak to me or you will not speak at all. Do you understand?”
 
   Watkins nodded.
 
   “Thank you, Petty Officer. I appreciate your attention to these minor details and as the senior enlisted man on this watch I trust that you will discuss this with each member of this detail, so every enlisted man will be within regulations.”
 
   Stone left Watkins standing at attention and turned back to check each monitor to be sure each enlisted man was watching. “Third watch, I have an announcement before we begin. During the recent general quarters live fire exercise the third watch crew, consisting of only Spacer Third Class Rojo and Second Class Ramirez, achieved a rating of 157%. That number is under review as it may be some kind of record. Whether their performance will stand with that number or whether it will be downgraded to a lower number, I cannot say. I will note that number in the duty officer’s personal notes section of their permanent record. It was an outstanding effort by both spacers and I thank them for it. As a reward, both men were given the watch off.”
 
   He thought, “Take that Vaarhoo! I hope you are listening.”
 
   Stone looked at Rojo in the monitor. “Spacer Rojo, thank you for coming in, but it was not necessary. Why are you here?”
 
   Rojo grinned. “Mister Stone, I was so excited about how well we did on the exercise that I couldn’t sleep. I just wanted to get back to work. Is that okay?”
 
   Stone nodded, but did not return the grin. “Yes, Spacer Rojo, it is more than okay. Your enthusiasm will be noted in your record.” He looked across the room at Ramirez sitting at a console there. “Spacer Ramirez, why are you here?”
 
   “Um, Mister Stone, the same reason I guess. I couldn’t sleep and didn’t have anything else to do as everyone I hang out with is on watch,” Ramirez replied.
 
   “Thank you, Spacer Ramirez, your enthusiasm will be noted in your personnel record.”
 
   Stone looked at each monitor before he spoke again. “Third watch, we have a large number of containers stored in temporary in-coming slots. These items were received when we docked at Paramount Station. We will review these items and move them to permanent storage for disposition and activation. We also have a large number of items stored in the disposal area. We will also work to review each item prior to sending it for scrapping or destruction. Please begin.”
 
   He turned back to Watkins and made a show of shutting the sound off and turning his back on the video pickup feeds to all of the enlisted on third watch. He deliberately left his personal assistant set to record and made sure the main input/output feed to Vaarhoo’s office remained open.
 
   He looked at Watkins closely. Someone had just punched him in the face, he had his suspicions Watkins was involved, but the man’s knuckles were not bruised or skinned up.
 
   “Petty Officer Watkins,” Stone said. “I will note in your file that you missed another general quarters call by showing up to sickbay for detox. That is your right by regulation. However, to my certain knowledge this is the third g.q. call that you missed for detox. I am giving you formal notice that I intend to review your records. I will recommend you be suspended from duty for a drinking problem if you show more missed duty over the past twelve months for detox. Do you have a drinking problem, PO Watkins?”
 
   Watkins looked startled. “Hey, you can’t-”
 
   “My name is not ‘hey’ Petty Officer. And I certainly can. You have your rights, but so do I. Are you abusing alcohol or drugs?”
 
   Watkins didn’t say anything, but his ‘at attention’ stance sagged a bit.
 
   “It is your right to not say anything. Please take the front console,” Stone nodded, more to himself than to Watkins.
 
   The PO almost saluted, thought better of it, spun on his heels and seated himself at the console directly in front of Stone. When left to his own devices, Watkins almost always gravitated to a console away from the main duty room.
 
   Stone watched Watkins punching numbers for a while. He slaved a display to Watkins’ display and watched numbers scrolling past as the petty officer called a shipping container from the in-coming slot and routed it along the anti-gravity conveyer rails to the processing room. The processing room was adjacent to the main duty room and was separated by a series of plexi-glass windows. Watkins could have stood and visually compared the container numbers to the shipping bill of lading on his monitor. However, the processing room’s scanners read the identification tags on the container and verified a match. The processing room also verified the height, length, depth and weight of the items so the container could be stored in a space that matched maximum warehouse space utilization. Watkins then routed the container to the designated area suggested by the computer.
 
   Stone checked in on every crewman on duty. He watched them pushing boxes from one spot to another, but his mind was on who, if any one, from his crew had been involved in an assault on him. He wondered briefly if he should call security and report the incident. He was embarrassed enough at being beaten without even fighting back that he decided not to file a report.
 
   He did not know who had attacked him or even how many there had been. He was sure whoever had attacked him must have been smart enough to shut off their personal assistants so they had no recording of the beating. The room he had been dragged into was so dark that his p.a. should not have picked up any picture.
 
   He pulled his p.a. out and scanned back through the attack, but he was right. The recording did not show anything. He could hear the voices but the room was too dark to give him a picture. His attackers had stayed out of range of his p.a. video pickup when they had grabbed him in the corridor.
 
   “Stop!” Stone suddenly shouted at Watkins. “Petty Officer Watkins, bring that container back to the processing room, now.”
 
   Watkins turned in his chair and said, “Which container, Mister Stone? I have looked at a hundred or so.”
 
   “That one.” Stone pointed, knowing that it was useless to point. He hit the back button on his monitor until he found the container he had seen flying past P.O. Watkins’ station. He manually typed in the numbers of the container and called it back.
 
   “P.O. Watkins, put that container in the processing room back where it came from. Clear that room for manual inspection.”
 
   “Are you nuts?” Watkins shouted. “We don’t do visual inspections. Look at this display. This is a load of munitions for the missile room. This was visually inspected and approved at the time they put the stuff in the container. And it was inspected again when it was received on the docks at Paramount Station. You can see the sign offs right on the display. Look, you can see Lieutenant Vaarhoo signed off on this load personally.”
 
   Stone stood and moved to stand next to Watkins’ console. He spoke as calmly as he could. “Petty Officer, let’s forget for a moment that you have forgotten to address me by my rank, that you shouted at an officer and that you accused an officer of being mentally unstable, do you know of any regulation that prohibits me from visually inspecting any container that I want to have visually inspected?”
 
   “Mister Stone-” Watkins began.
 
   “So far, so good P.O.” He made sure his p.a. was synced up to the video feed for his duty crew. “Let me be very clear to all of third watch. This is a direct order: halt the movement of all containers. Do so now. Clear this processing room for a visual inspection.” He pointed at the shipping container sliding into the processing room on the conveyer rails. “I intend to personally and fully visually inspect that container.”
 
   He stepped back to his own console and with a flick of a toggle he shut down all of the outgoing and incoming communications calls for his duty area. As he did so he realized he had shut off two on-going personal calls to the enlisted area and three incoming feeds from entertainment channels.
 
   “Spacer Ramirez, please seal the anti-grav rails coming into the processing area and lock down all hatches,” Stone ordered. He shot a warning look at Watkins. “P.O. Watkins, please vent atmosphere into the processing area. All of third watch is to lock their consoles now.” He waited for a few seconds and then slaved every console to his p.a.
 
   “Petty Officer Watkins, open both hatches between here and the processing room. Everyone in this duty center is going in there with us to visually inspect this container.”
 
   Stone felt like he was being paranoid, but he had been attacked once today. He was not going into the processing room alone. He was not going to make it easy on anyone in his crew to hurt him ‘in an accident’. He did not see how his crew could hurt him if they were in there with him.
 
   Spacer Ramirez raised a hand to get his attention. “Mister Stone, may I ask a question?”
 
   Stone nodded, “Certainly Spacer, as long as it is applicable to the situation at hand.”
 
   “Why this container, Mister Stone? I mean, between us we have moved a bunch so far today,” Ramirez asked.
 
   Stone replied, “That is a very good question, Spacer. I stopped this one because of a minor discrepancy. It is very small and very insignificant. The display of the data on this container shows that this is for missile parts needed by the Periodontitis munitions department for a retro-fit project on the TADD16XLs. This display shows this container plus all internal items weighed 45,197.2 kilograms at the time the procurement department purchased these parts. It weighted 45,197.2 kilograms on the docks at Paramount Station. It weighed the same when it was put into the incoming goods storage. Why doesn’t it weigh that now?”
 
   Ramirez looked at Watkins and shrugged.
 
   Watkins looked up at Stone and shrugged.
 
   Ramirez said, “It isn’t that much off, Mister Stone; only about a hundred kilos or so. Couldn’t we just tag it for first shift and they can have Lieutenant Vaarhoo come down and re-inspect it. I mean, he did it the first time, right?”
 
   “If this were ice cream I would say that perhaps it evaporated or someone snatched a few tubs for lunch,” Stone said. “But these are missile parts and that is why we are going to look. I would call Lieutenant Vaarhoo now if I felt that it was necessary to have him down here. I don’t imagine that you want to wake him up for this, do you Spacer Ramirez?” He looked pointedly at Watkins. “Do you want to call the lieutenant and have him come down to re-inspect this container?
 
   Watkins shook his head and said, “Mister Stone, inspecting a container is your call, but isn’t it a safety violation to open both hatches at the same time?”
 
   “Not if you trust your crew buddies to have really locked down the rails and frozen all incoming hatches. Are you nervous, P.O. Watkins?” Stone said.
 
   “That I am, Mister Stone,” Watkins nodded. “I tried to verify it was safe to open both hatches, but you have my console locked out.”
 
   Stone smiled for the first time in what seemed like hours. “If you are nervous Petty Officer, then please review the data on my console’s display. It is locked out as well, but you can see the processing room is safe to enter.”
 
   Watkins checked and nodded. “Yes sir. It is safe.”
 
   “I am not a ‘sir’, Petty Officer. I have already asked you to open those hatches. Do I need to order you to comply?” Stone asked quietly.
 
   Watkins rushed to the hatches and punched in the open codes and said, “No, Mister Stone. I mean, aye, aye, Mister Stone. Hatches open as requested. Who do you want to inspect with you?”
 
   Stone waved at the spacers in the room. “Everybody in here goes with us and I want everybody not in the main control room to just sit tight and keep their hands off their consoles. We are on lock down until I deem this inspection complete.” He pointed at a storage closet that was rarely opened. “Petty Officer Watkins, I want you to grab a couple of breaker bars and a couple of pikes.”
 
   Stone strolled into the processing room to stand next to the container. His crewmen gathered around him. He walked around the container. It looked like any other container. He could not see in blatant evidence of alterations.
 
   He looked at the crew. “Gentlemen, I want everyone to look for signs of tampering. Ask yourselves if this container has been opened since it was sealed by Lieutenant Vaarhoo after his last visual inspection. Please make sure; take your time. Ask Petty Officer Watkins his opinion if you see something you think may be normal wear and tear or if it is an indication of intentional damage, theft, tampering or sabotage.” His mind flashed back to Hammermill pointing out the deliberately damaged anti-gravity rails.
 
   He used his p.a. to call up the commercial invoice, packing list, bill of lading, security validation, customs report and all of the tracking documents on the container. He enlarged the displays and broadcast them onto the bulkhead. He carefully reviewed them to see if all of the documents matched the container. He read the container numbers to a crewman who read them back to him.
 
   “We don’t see any signs this box has been opened anywhere along the line, Mister Stone,” Watkins said.
 
   Ramirez raised a hand, “Mister Stone, shouldn’t we put this aside and have the missile maintenance crews come down and open this? I mean, it is their stuff, how do we know what we are looking for?”
 
   “We don’t need to know what the item looks like,” Stone said. “We know that according to this packing list we have X number of packages labeled Y put into container Z. When we open this container and it doesn’t match XYZ then we have a problem. Does anyone want to disagree with that?”
 
   No one said anything.
 
   Watkins read the password code off the bulkhead display as another crewman entered the numbers on the container keypad. The lock cycled from red to green.
 
   Stone nodded to Watkins and said, “Okay Petty Officer, crack it open.”
 
   A breaker bar in the hands of a crewman popped the seal loose. Another spacer stood at one corner and popped open the lid. The lid, a fabricated air based polymer, weighed almost less than nothing so it slid easily out of the way.
 
   Everyone stared at the contents of the container as if speaking would name the contents and somehow make it real. Stone did not know how long he stood there gaping at what should have been a container of missile parts.
 
   “Hey!” Spacer Rojo broke the silence. “There are some of us that are not in the processing room, remember? How about letting us know what you found!”
 
   “Well, I guess they are missile parts of a sort,” Watkins said. “At least, they were when humans lived in caves and threw rocks at each other.”
 
   “What? We can’t see anything on the video pickups with all you goons clustered around the box. What is in the container?” Rojo asked, the frustration evident in his voice.
 
   Stone walked out of the Processing Room. On the way he heard Watkins talking to Rojo over the duty comms.
 
   “Rocks, Spacer Rojo. We have a full container of common ordinary rocks. We have a wide variety of big ones and small ones. We have some brown ones, some gray ones and some brownish-gray ones. But, what we got is rocks.”
 
   Stone reached his console and sat down with a thump. He had expected to find just a few missing pieces, but certainly not a whole missing shipment. The communications lock out was flashing red, indicating that he had incoming messages being blocked. He had all of third watch still locked on communications lockdown; only internal messages and videos were allowed. The block extended to each person’s personal assistant. He decided if anyone really wanted to find out what he was doing, they could just come down and ask him face-to-face.
 
   He hung his head as he thought about the bad day he had been having: Allie got mad at him and stormed off. He had gone through a public meltdown because he got stuck in the openness of the farms. He had missed his last two meals because of the general quarters call and because Vaarhoo had chewed him out…again. He had earned and then had a great score on the g.q. taken away from him. He had been beaten and now he had a big box of rocks. Still, he thought, Allie did kiss him before she got mad and left. That accounted for something. All things considered, how do you account for a big box of rocks?
 
   He looked up to see Spacer Ramirez looking at him.
 
   “What, Spacer Ramirez?” He asked.
 
   “Mister Stone, I really think we oughta call in the big guns on this. You shouldn’t take it on yourself. Lieutenant Vaarhoo is your boss, right? Let him handle it.”
 
   Stone shook his head. He looked up to see everyone on third watch staring at him. All of the crew had left the processing room and had gathered around him. Those warehousemen not in the room were at their consoles staring at him through the displays.
 
   Stone looked at Ramirez, “Spacer, how much do you think those rocks are worth?”
 
   Ramirez shrugged.
 
   “They ain’t worth the container their packed in,” Watkins answered for Ramirez. “And those containers are so cheap that on my home planet they give them away to kids to play in.”
 
   Stone looked around. “Does anyone know what a container of TODD missile parts is worth?”
 
   Watkins shook his head, “Not off the top of my head, Mister Stone. But it is listed on the manifest for sure, if not, the commercial invoice shows the value.” The P.O. stepped to Stone’s console and scanned through the displays until he found the matching numbers. He let out a long low whistle. Finally he said, “Those missing parts cost more than this whole group will earn in a year.” His voice shook with anger.
 
   Stone wondered for the tenth time why Vaarhoo and Watkins had been meeting in the lieutenant’s office. Maybe the connection between Vaarhoo and Watkins had something to do with missing parts. Vaarhoo had signed off on the inspection and Watkins had been ready to blindly send the container into storage. He would have done so if he had not been stopped.
 
   Still, Watkins was acting a lot angrier than he should be if he was in collusion with Vaarhoo. Maybe he is a better actor than he appeared to be. Or, it could be as simple as Watkins figuring his cut of the theft had not been big enough now that he had reviewed the cost of the parts on the manifest.
 
   Ramirez said, “Mister Stone, now we really gotta call in somebody.”
 
   “No, Spacer Ramirez.” Stone replied. “I don’t think so. I am not ready to accuse anyone of theft of the Emperor’s goods. I don’t think we are done opening containers yet.”
 
   “Mister Stone, Ramirez is right. We can’t handle this on our own.” Watkins said.
 
   “We are not on our own. We are all in this together,” Stone said by way of a reply. “Who signed the last inspection? I’ll tell you who. It was Lieutenant Vaarhoo. I am not ready to say he did anything wrong. I mean, Petty Officer Watkins just passed the container into storage and signed off it was valid goods. P.O. Watkins, do you want to take the payroll deduction for losing the missile parts? No, you don’t. There has been too much of just passing the boxes from there to here without watching what we are doing. For all we know, it wasn’t intentional on the part of any of our people. If we continue to look, maybe we can track it back to the supplier.
 
   “Do you all realize that is what the processing room is for? There isn’t any reason to have a place to inspect boxes if we continually just move them past. That is what we are here for, so when someone calls for something, they open the box and they get what they need when they need it. What if we have boxes of rocks labeled munitions? What if we don’t find out until we are in the middle of a Hyrocanian attack?
 
   “No, we are definitely not done opening containers. We need to start with every container in this whole delivery. Where was this box of rocks headed, Petty Officer Watkins? The rest of you start finding any container that we picked up at Paramount Station.”
 
   Stone unlocked the workstation consoles. He left the communications lock in place.
 
   Watkins punched a few numbers on his reactivated console. “Let’s see, t3-xray10. Where in the hot-zone is that? Never mind, here is another one from the same shipment that went to the same place. I will just call it back. What the…rejected! It says I can’t call the container back.”
 
   A spacer shouted from across the room. She was so excited she forgot to use the communications. “T3-xray10 is a disposal storage area. That is why we can’t call it back up for review; it is already marked for destruction.”
 
   Stone said, “So, we pick something up, pay for it and route it directly to the trash. That doesn’t sound like a good business practice to me. However, we are authorized to review items for disposal. We just route it back here through that process. When was the last time any of us actually looked at something on the way to destruct? P.O. Watkins, you have been here the longest.”
 
   “Mister Stone, I looked in a container on the way to destruct about five years ago. I thought that since they wasn’t nobody ‘round, maybe there was something I could steal. I will admit that, but all that was in the container was spoiled chicken meat. It made me gag and I haven’t opened another box since.”
 
   Stone nodded. “Well we are going to open some now. I want everybody to come back to the main control room. P.O. Watkins, seal the processing room and send that box of rocks to…how about t3-roger73? That is an empty storage bay.” Without telling anyone he put a password on t3-roger73 so goods could go in, but nothing could come out without his say so. He started a subdirectory on his p.a. to start tracking bad shipments. He really hoped they would not find any others and someone had a good explanation for this box of rocks.
 
   “Gentlemen, we have nine processing slots in the room out there. Let’s fill them all. Spacer Rojo, grab three others and go suit up before you get here so that we don’t have to pressurize the room, we can just send in four spacers through the airlock.”
 
   He sat back in his chair and watched the activity swirl around him. He wanted to get suited up and go open boxes, but his stomach hurt from having been kicked.
 
   A spacer shouted, “Hey! I got a container from the same load with the same parts as the other. I’ll bet ten bucks I got a box of rocks.”
 
   Watkins glanced at Stone, and shook his head at the spacer. “Let’s not be gambling on duty.”
 
   Stone barked a sour laugh, “I don’t know why not Petty Officer. I’ve got ten bucks that says the next bad container drops in slot three.”
 
   Watkins grinned as bets started to flow around the room. Ramirez put a display up on the bulkhead showing who bet on which slot.
 
   “Why three, Mister Stone? Do you know something that we don’t.” Watkins grinned at him.
 
   Stone frowned and snarled, “What are you accusing me of, Petty Officer?”
 
   Watkins turned white as a sheet and the room grew quiet. “I didn’t mean nothin’, Mister Stone. I was just jokin-”
 
   Stone said, “So was I. Three is just my favorite number. The only thing I know is that I have a one out of nine chance of picking the right slot. That is a…not ten percent, but crap…an eleven percent chance of being right. That will be the best odds I have had all day. But, I want everyone to remember that the best outcome would be if we don’t find any more rocks. But if we do, then I could use a few extra bucks just like the rest of you.”
 
   Stone lost his ten dollars. A container of sand was opened in slot seven. The sand made the weight match evenly, but it was still a part of the Paramount Station order. He lost another ten dollars when a third container filled with more sand was opened in slot two. He lost another ten dollars on a container of rocks in slot four. He would have quit then and there, but the enlisted men were getting into the spirit of searching the containers and the small pots were fueling their enthusiasm.
 
   He knew by regulation he was required to report each of these containers to his immediate supervisor. However, since they had been signed off as officially inspected by Lieutenant Vaarhoo, he was reluctant to take it to the man. Lieutenant Vaarhoo reported to Light Commander Maladanatti. But, Commander Maladanatti’s name appeared on two of the manifests so far. Maladanatti reported directly to the commander of tower three, Commander Stephens. His name was also on one of the containers. Stone’s name could be found on half of them discovered so far, so having your name on the manifest did not indicate guilt of theft. It was a definite indication Stone had been letting the containers slide through his watch without really doing his job. But, just because the others might not be guilty of theft did not mean they were innocent. He was very unsure of who should receive the report on these containers.
 
   He felt he could trust Commander Wright, but she was not in the military chain of command. Vaarhoo had said that she was a figurehead only, given the rank of full commander because of her profession. The only other officer that he knew even slightly was Lieutenant Aldamani. He seemed like a pleasant man as officers go and Stone knew he came from a military family having met his parents on Lazzaroni Station.
 
   Both Wright and Aldamani were outside of his direct chain of command. Senior Chief Tsosie had stressed that going outside of your chain of command would get you in more trouble than you were in before you started. He thought about his chain of command: Vaarhoo to Maladanatti to Stephens. He had gotten the shivers when he thought about marching up to the bridge at the end of this shift and reporting directly to the admiral.
 
   Stone watched as he lost another six bets. Even when they had opened two containers at the same time that were filled with rocks and sand, both of them still missed slot three. He was worried about losing so much of his paycheck when he suddenly chuckled to himself. He had almost forgotten that if he called up Grandpa and asked for some money he would get enough to buy the whole ship, although the Ol’ Toothless was way to big for a commercial freighter and too slow for anything else.
 
   “Besides,” he thought, “if Allie stays mad at me then I won’t have anyone to spend my money on anyway.”
 
   He glanced at the running totals around the room. The spacers had started displays on how many containers were checked and how many were bad. They were pulling mainly containers from Paramount Station, but they had occasionally pulled others from the disposal and destruct area. They seemed to be finding about seven percent were bad from the storage area. The containers picked up at Paramount Station were about three percent bad.
 
   That was staggering, but not near as staggering as the number Watkins was tracking. The petty officer had been keeping a running total on the value of all missing goods. The containers of rocks and sand had been specifically targeted to the higher value items. Watkins had taken to going around lower value containers and calling up the higher value items for review. The higher the totals on the cost of lost goods grew, the angrier Watkins got.
 
   Stone chuckled to himself. Not only was Watkins mad about the value of the stolen goods, but he was not winning any of the gambling pots either.
 
   He was head down over his console adding data into his spreadsheets and filing copies of documents for each container when a voice broke his concentration.
 
   “Mister Stone, very busy I see? Trying to set a record or something?”
 
   Stone looked up to see Senior Ensign Schultz’s chubby face. Her blonde hair and perpetual smile made her very attractive despite being very short with a tendency towards being a bit plump. She was the officer in charge of t3-whiskey first watch and was his relief. Stone jumped to his feet and came to attention.
 
   Stone had looked forward to seeing Schultz every morning prior to beginning a relationship with Allie. Stone knew now he was really more attracted to much larger women, but he smiled back at the Senior Ensign.
 
   Schultz looked startled. “Great guns, Stone. What happened to your face?”
 
   Stone spun the dial on one of the displays, turning it into a mirror. He bent down and looked at the side of his face. It has been hurting all night from being hit, but he had not bothered to look. There was a small cut that had trickled a bit of blood before drying. His right cheek around his eye was starting to turn an off red color and was definitely getting puffy.
 
   Stone looked at Schultz and shrugged. “This just came as part of a practical session of job motivation and primary function focus.”
 
   “What?” Schultz asked.
 
   “It was meant to be a lesson in how to mind my own business, I think. Never mind, it is not important.”
 
   Schultz replied, “Not important! You should go to sick call right away. That eye looks like it might swell shut completely.”
 
   “Thank you, Ensign Schultz,” Stone said with a nod. “But, I have all of tonight’s work to report before I can go to sickbay.”
 
   “I just saw the LT finish breakfast and head up to his office. He is there now. Just video him everything you have to and go see a doctor,” Schultz said.
 
   “Sorry, I don’t think I am going to report this to Lieutenant Vaarhoo,” Stone replied.
 
   “Look Stone, whatever you have going on can’t be important enough to go around your supervisor. You are only a midshipman, but even you ought to know better than to go outside the chain of-”
 
   “Forgive the interruption, Ensign,” Stone said. “You are about thirty minutes early. Are you relieving me of duty for the watch change?”
 
   “Yes, but-”
 
   “Then Ensign, everything third watch has done is on the consoles and displays. I suggest you review them before you begin assigning first watch to their stations. It was suggested I call Lieutenant Vaarhoo much earlier and have him come down here, but I am sure an ensign will not need any advice from a mere midshipman.”
 
   “What the blazes are you talking about, Stone? What is all of this?” Schultz asked, the irritation in her voice becoming evident.
 
   Stone smiled. “Have fun, Ensign.” He turned to go, but Schultz stopped him.
 
   She pointed at the console and said, “You have the area on communication lockdown and you put a password on the lock out.”
 
   “Huh, what do you know about that!” Stone grinned without the slightest hint of humor. “I must be getting paranoid in my old age. The lockout will expire in about twenty-eight minutes unless you can figure out the password I used. Have a productive day, Ensign Schultz. I’ll see you tomorrow morning at change of the watch.”
 
   Stone walked out of the room over her protests. He passed a couple of first watch enlisted ratings in the corridor. They ignored him and he was fine with that. He was careful to take wide swings around any blind corners and he watched for anyone who might approach him from the rear. He really hating not trusting anyone around him, but he did not know who to trust.
 
   He trusted Allie, but she was mad at him. This was navy business, so even if she was not mad at him it would not have been right to share this mess with a marine.
 
   “Still,” he thought, “it would be nice to have her with me. Not as protection, she could surely do that, but just to have her near.” He resolved to hunt her down and do whatever it took to earn her forgiveness just as soon as he dumped this bad container mess in someone else’s lap.
 
   He knew who that someone had to be. He could not think of another solution; he had to stay in his chain of command. No matter how ill advised it was for a midshipman to call on an admiral, that is where he had to go, even if he had to sit all day in the admiral’s office until the man made time for him.
 
   He had one place to stop before he went all the way to the top of the central tower.
 
   Stone got off the elevator and walked through the tunnel leading to tower one. He caught himself walking slower and slower as he approached the open farm area. He pulled out his p.a. and undid the communications lock out. The unit bleeped at him for not receiving his incoming messages. He ignored them and filed them away for later. He called Commander Wright.
 
   She answered on the first ring without looking up. “Thanks for calling, whoever you are. Bless me, I hate this paperwork.” She glanced at Stone and smiled. “Ah, Mister Stone, you are right on time for your first math lesson with Skippy.”
 
   Stone smiled back, although the side of his face was starting to feel tight causing him to finish the smile with a little wince. “Commander Wright, yours is the most pleasant face I have seen in hours. It has been a rough watch in warehouse t3-whiskey with a room full of hairy legged swine.”
 
   Wright laughed, “You forget who you are talking to, boy! I work with real swine, hairy legs and all. You’re at the tunnel entrance I see. I will vid Skippy and have him come and get you.”
 
   Stone said, “No. Please. I just need to cancel today’s lesson-”
 
   “What did you do to your face?” Wright interrupted. “Stay there. I am in the farmhouse. I will be there in two shakes of a lamb’s tail.”
 
   Stone said, “Thank you, Commander, but it isn’t necessary-”
 
   “I am already halfway across the lawn,” Wright replied. “I don’t let midshipmen decide what I think is necessary anyway.”
 
   “But,-”
 
   “But nothing, Mister Stone. I am already here. Put that p.a. down and let me look at the side of your face.” She poked at his cheekbone hard enough to cause him to flinch. “Sorry. Yeeawzah, that is going to bruise up real pretty. I haven’t seen a shiner like that since my sister Brianna decked me for hanging around when her boyfriend came over.” She looked over his shoulder and frowned. But when she looked back at him, her normal smile returned to her face. She pulled him over to the side of the tunnel to let some people pass.
 
   “Honest Commander Wright. I will go to sickbay and get this looked at as soon as I take care of some business from last watch,” Stone said. “I just wanted to apologize in person for missing my first tutoring session with Skippy. I know that you didn’t have-”
 
   Someone grabbed his shoulder from behind. He felt a small pinch at the side of his neck and tried to turn. He realized he had stopped talking and was unable to begin again. He knew he must be feeling tired because he felt like he was lying down, but he was not sure. He looked at Wright. She seemed to be yelling, but he could not hear a thing.
 
   He thought that sleep sounded like just the thing to do…
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
   Stone awoke with a jolt. He jerked upright and tossed the covers away. He was naked and he did not recognize any of his surroundings. He swung his feet off the bunk and onto the cold deck. He yanked his feet back. Decks were not designed to be cold. His bunk aboard the Periodontitis had never had cold decks; neither had his bunk back home on the Golden Boulder. It was obvious he was not in either place.
 
   He realized the whole room was cold. He grabbed the covers and pulled them loosely around his shoulders. Gritting his teeth, he stood on wobbly legs threatening to collapse under him.
 
   “Well…” he said. He sat back on the bunk with a thump.
 
   The hatch to the small room slid open with a hiss.
 
   Commander Wright stepped into the doorway and leaned lazily against the frame. “Finally awake, are we?”
 
   Stone jumped to his feet at attention. He shook his head, reached down to grab the covers and tied them around his waist. “I don’t know about awake or even about finally. I still feel pretty fuzzy headed. How long have I been asleep?” A flood of questions escaped. “Why are you here? Where is here? How did we get here? What-”
 
   Wright raised her hands in defeat. “Whoa, boy. There are only so many questions I can answer at one time.”
 
   Stone nodded. “Sorry, Commander, may I sit back down?” He wobbled and swayed quite a bit.
 
   Wright rushed to his side and helped him back on the bunk. She sat next to him and put an arm around his shoulders. “Forgive me, Mister Stone. I should have known you were still fighting the drugs. You shouldn’t be on your feet until you are ready.”
 
   “Drugs? Commander, I don’t do drugs. I never have.”
 
   “I didn’t mean that kind of drug,” Wright smiled sadly at him. “What do you remember?”
 
   Stone stared at the ceiling for a while. He was trying to back track though the few things he did remember, but everything was jumbled up. Commander Wright’s arm draped on his shoulders was not helping him think. He shook his head to try and clear it, but his body was reacting to her warmth against his bare skin.
 
   “Um, I don’t remember much right now,” he said. He crossed his legs and crossed his arms across his lap, hunching over to cover what was becoming an obvious problem.
 
   Wright looked down at his lap. “Oops. Sorry, Stone. I sometimes forget young men have that problem. How about if I go back to the other room? Your clothes are in the bin under your bunk. Toilet is through there.” She pointed to a door at the opposite end of the room from the hatch. “There is a shower in there, too. Trust me, you have been asleep long enough that you need both.”
 
   “Thank you, Commander Wright,” Stone smiled weakly.
 
   When the door hissed closed, he stood up slowly and shuffled across the cold deck to the toilet. Wright had been correct. He did need every facility that was available. His mouth tasted like a squad of marines had bunked on his tongue for a week. The tooth refresher helped, but it cleared his sinuses; he could sure smell himself.
 
   Stone dialed up a shower and deliberately made it colder than he normally liked. He was not sure he believed that cold showers helped to ease sexual desire, but he was willing to try. He slid into the water stream. He tried to remember when he had last showered. It was just before he had met with Allie the day she had gotten mad and stormed out.
 
   The cold water did ease his erection down. Suddenly, he was able to empty his bladder. He jumped out of the shower, relieved himself in the toilet with a sigh and jumped back into the shower.
 
   He worked through all that had happened using the fight with Allie as a point of reference. The last thing he remembered was talking with Commander Wright in the tunnel just outside of tower one. He had only stopped to talk to her briefly before going up to try and see Admiral Shalako.
 
   Then he woke up here.
 
   He shivered as he dried himself and raced to put his clothes back on. His utility uniforms looked clean enough except they looked like he had slept in them more than once. His underwear was clean, sort of, but they felt stiff and cold. He looked around for a clothing refresher, but there was none in sight.
 
   The room was very spartan. It had two rows of facing bunks set in three tiers on the side bulkheads. A quick count meant that the room was designed to sleep twenty-four people at a time. But the bunks were just hard bare minimum platforms with a skimpy mattress and a thin cover. There was not enough deck space for twenty-four people to be out of their bunks at the same time. The toilet facilities had been barely big enough for one person at a time.
 
   There were bins under the bottom bunks. His clothes had been in one of the bins. He looked into the bin next to his. It was empty, as was the one next to that.
 
   The toilet had a real door and not a hatch. It was designed for visual privacy only. It was flimsy and made of some wood-like laminate. There was a rear hatch, but it looked like it was sealed tight. The only way out of the room was the hatch used by Wright. Stone looked at the hatch as he opened it. It was strong and tight enough to be used as an airlock. It opened smoothly and swung wide effortlessly.
 
   Wright was sitting in one of the two command chairs on what appeared to be a very small bridge. She was reading a book broadcast on a display from her personal assistant. She looked up but was quiet and watched Stone as he looked around the small room. The hatch he had just stepped through was the only way in or out. All of the bulkheads were sealed and bare. There was a small hatch in the deck labeled ‘engine compartment’.
 
   Stone flopped into the second chair.
 
   “Feel better, Mister Stone?” Wright asked with evident concern.
 
   Stone smiled. “Only physically, Commander Wright. You were right. The shower and the toother were what I needed. I could have used a clothes refresher, but I couldn’t find one. Um…may I ask how I got undressed and into bed?”
 
   “You can ask, but you won’t like the answer,” Wright said. “Well, okay, if you insist. I stripped you, wiped your butt, covered you up, washed your undies in the sink and hung them up to dry while you slept.”
 
   Stone blushed deeply. “You wiped…?”
 
   “Your bottom, yeah. And you owe me for that. Whatever drugs were used on us either didn’t allow for human bodily functions or we were out so long our bodies evacuated.”
 
   “Our?” Stone asked.
 
   “Yep, our,” Wright nodded. “I woke up in the same condition, but Momma wasn’t here to wipe my ever expanding backside, so I took the duty. I was beginning to wonder if you were going to wake up.”
 
   “About the…” His voice trailed off. “Um…you know…my reaction to you when I woke up? I apologize-”
 
   Wright interrupted with a laugh. “Don’t worry, I won’t take it personally. You just turned sixteen a month ago, right? I may be an animal doctor, but I know enough about humans to know teenage boys can’t control that reaction even on a good day.”
 
   “How did you know I just had a birthday?” Stone asked.
 
   “I know your girlfriend, remember? Girlfriends talk. And since Allie is tough enough to beat me up twice, I decided not to take advantage of you in your delicate condition.”
 
   Stone snorted. “Yeah, thanks…I think. Besides, I am not sure Allie is still my girlfriend. She was pretty mad yesterday…or was it…how long was I asleep?”
 
   “According to my personal assistant, I slept for almost twenty-four hours. You have been asleep for twice as long.”
 
   “Two days? Commander Wright, are you sure? I didn’t know people could sleep that long,” Stone said.
 
   “You are right, Stone,” Wright nodded. “Normally people can’t sleep that long, but we had assistance. We were drugged, remember?”
 
   Stone shook his head. “No, Commander Wright, I don’t remember. The last thing I remember is talking to you in the tunnel between the central tower and tower one.”
 
   “Yes and I was about to tell you that Allie had been trying to call you all third watch, but she couldn’t get through. She had just called me. I told her you were going to come by for a math session with Skippy. She said she wanted to talk to you and apologize for storming off. She wanted me to have you call her since she had first watch duty and couldn’t come to talk to you in person.”
 
   “Allie wasn’t mad at me anymore?” Stone grinned.
 
   Wright slapped her forehead with an open palm. “Ain’t that just like a sixteen year old boy? We were grabbed by four men. I saw two of them slap a drug patch on your neck. You went limp. Then, I went to sleep. We woke up two days later in a cold, sterile, empty metal box, and you are just thinking about your girlfriend. Or rather, are you letting the little guy do your thinking for you?”
 
   Stone blushed. “Sorry, Commander Wright, I know I need to be more focused, but I never had a girlfriend like Allie before.”
 
   “That is because there aren’t very many other women like Allie,” Wright laughed.
 
   “That is something I should tell her, huh? Okay, we were grabbed and drugged. How come I slept longer than you?”
 
   The smile on Wright’s face disappeared. “I ran some analysis on my p.a. I only have veterinarian databases to compare, but I think they, whoever they are, may have heard the stories about how you are such a tough character taking down two marines named Hell and the Hammer. You got a double dose of what I got.”
 
   “I guess it doesn’t matter that those stories aren’t true, does it?” Stone shook his head.
 
   “No, Mister Stone, I don’t think they wanted to take any chance that you are some sort of superman. I analyzed the drugs used and they are pretty common sedatives that were distilled down. It is a fairly common practice in some drug cultures. Thank goodness my patients don’t drug themselves or each other.”
 
   “Commander Wright, just before we were grabbed I was on my way to report to Admiral Shalako. No one knew where I was, so I don’t know how they knew where to grab me.”
 
   Wright shook her head. She picked up a personal assistant off the console and tossed it to him. “Is that yours?”
 
   “Yes, Commander.” He tried a couple of commands but nothing worked.
 
   “Don’t bother trying to get it to work! I synced it up to mine. It has been completely wiped and cleaned. Everything gone, all of the data and even the operating commands have been wiped. Maybe a techie could restore some of the lost bits, but I doubt it.”
 
   He shook his head. “I didn’t know it was possible to completely wipe a p.a. A techie would have to get past all of my pass codes and the bio-locks just to access the data. The military codes would have required some very high authorizations even to access.” He did not mention that he knew it would take a master tech to even see the bulkheaded-off data copies buried so deep the system would look stripped. “What about your p.a.? It seems to be working.”
 
   She held up her p.a. “I’ve had the last three months wiped from my unit. All of my personal data is still here, but it is like the last few months didn’t exist.”
 
   “Three months?” Stone asked.
 
   “Three months. How long have you been on the Periodontitis, Mister Stone? About three months, right?”
 
   Stone nodded, “Yes, Commander. I know how I got me in trouble, but you weren’t involved, so why did you get grabbed and drugged?”
 
   “I have been thinking about that. My guess is that I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.” Wright said with a shrug.
 
   “I was stirring up a pretty ugly mess. I had to report it to someone, so I was going to go see the admiral. I don’t remember telling anyone who I was going to report to, so maybe they thought I was coming to see you.”
 
   “Okay, Mister Stone, I will agree for now that your premise holds as much validity as mine, but I don’t think it matters what the thinking was. I am here. Now, suppose you tell me about this stinky pot you were stirring.”
 
   Stone told her everything that had happened since coming on board the U.E.N.S. Periodontitis. He did not leave anything out, admitting his mistakes and about his discoveries. He shook his p.a., knowing he had recorded everything into his personal assistant since day one, and had made copies of everything that had happened.
 
   Finally he said, “And that is when we got bagged in the tunnel. Although I still don’t know how they knew where to find me. I hadn’t told anyone, and I mean anyone, where I was going.”
 
   “Yeah, most people forget their p.a. has a built in locator,” Wright said. “I have every animal on the farms in tower one tagged for tracking.”
 
   “Oh, you’re right. I forgot.” He tossed the p.a. on the console as it was useless for now. “So, where are we now? Are we just locked up in a cell or something in one of the warehouses?”
 
   Wright shook her head. “No, Mister Stone, it is ever so much worse than that.” She reached forward and hit a series of toggle switches. The bulkheads slid back into the ceiling, revealing a viewport that was showing a grayish nothing.
 
   “Oh crap!” Stone said.
 
   “Oh crap indeed,” Wright agreed. “I presume you have seen this before. I thought it was just that the view port was painted over so we couldn’t see out. But I ran the image through my p.a. and you know what I found, right?”
 
   “Crap. We are in hyperspace.”
 
   “Yes, Mister Stone, we have been put into a stripped out model 1623TZA emergency escape module and tossed into hyperspace. I think that is a bad thing, yes?”
 
   “Crap. Commander Wright, we might have been better off if they had just killed us. Do you know how hyperspace works?” When she shook her head he continued, “Good, because that would make you freaky smart, instead of just normal smart and pretty.”
 
   Wright smiled, “Pretty, huh? I can see what Allie sees in you and I know what she means when she says you are full of it. However, what I know about hyperspace is that we go in here and come out there. I never understood the time thing though.”
 
   Stone knew that only a handful of physicists working for the Emperor claimed to understand the time ‘thing’. Hyperspace allowed ships to traverse huge distances of space in a fraction of the time it would have taken with sub-light engines. A relatively short three week jaunt through hyperspace might have taken centuries in normal space.
 
   However, the truly bizarre thing was those same physicists insisted that when a ship jumped through hyperspace, it exited hyperspace at its destination at the exact time it entered hyperspace. In effect, the ship was in hyperspace for three weeks and then exited at the exact time it entered hyperspace, being in both places at the same time. This was proven time and again with timepieces and clocks of all kinds. There was no loss of external time going through a hyperspace jump.
 
   This was further complicated by the fact that everyone inside the spaceship knew they had just spent a few weeks traversing a grayish void of hyperspace. The physicists insisted spaceships and everything in them did not exist in hyperspace because hyperspace was nothing and nothing could exist in nothing. It did not matter if the people on the ships were working, eating, sleeping or playing checkers; they were not there. It did not matter if they remembered each moment and every activity. And it did not matter if every internal clock, no matter how precise, had to be reset to match the rest of the universe upon leaving hyperspace.
 
   “Commander, you said this was a stripped out escape module, right?” Stone asked.
 
   Wright nodded, “Yes, Mister Stone, and unfortunately according to the flight manuals we have a sub-light engine that works, but we do not have a hyperspace drive. So, we can’t be in hyperspace, right?”
 
   Stone was thinking and absentmindedly waived a hand at her. “That doesn’t matter, we aren’t here anyway. We are ‘when’ we entered hyperspace and we are ‘where’ we are when we exit hyperspace.”
 
   “Nope,” Wright said, shaking her head. “I still prefer working with goats. I have no idea what you just said.”
 
   “We wouldn’t have a hyperspace drive. They don’t serve any purpose on an escape pod. No one would ever leave a ship during hyperspace, no matter what the emergency. So, without a hyperspace drive, the Periodontitis must have been in hyperspace when we were expelled from the ship. There isn’t any other way for that to happen as we don’t have the systems to jump into or out of hyperspace.”
 
   “Oh, that is comforting to know,” Wright said sarcastically.
 
   “Commander Wright, I don’t know if we are mildly screwed or if we are royally screwed. All I can say it that we are…”
 
   Both Stone and Wright looked at each other and spoke together “screwed.”
 
   “Yeah…I mean, yes Commander Wright,” Stone said. “How stripped is this pod?”
 
   “I don’t really know how much stuff should be here in the first place. I have never been in one. I would assume there would be food, air and water for at least twenty-four people for however long it took them to escape from their ship and get picked up by a rescue vehicle.”
 
   Stone nodded, “Yes, or make planet-fall somewhere. We had a class at officer’s school on basic planetary survival skills.”
 
   “How did you manage doing a class on survival skills with your problem of being outside?”
 
   Stone grinned, “It was all book learning, Commander. And I could get to the classroom from the barracks by way of a tunnel. It wasn’t an issue. So, we have plenty of food, air and water?”
 
   Wright shook her head no. “We have reasonably full water tanks and air shouldn’t be a problem, but it looks like almost everything else has been stripped out. If the designer of this escape pod expected people to survive on a planet they would have put supplies on board for the survivors.”
 
   “Yes, I would guess those bins under the bunks would normally be stuffed with all manner of survival gear, instead of empty like they are. Have you found any food?”
 
   “Oh yes. We have four…well, three now, survival bars I found in packs under these command chairs.” She grabbed a pack from the console behind her. Opening it up displayed various first aid supplies, a knife, fishing gear, fire starters, and other small items. There was an emergency nutrition bar.
 
   Stone grinned. “We stock these at home on the Golden Boulder. Nasty tasting things, but it has everything to keep you alive. Did you eat the whole thing?” Stone was laughing.
 
   Wright nodded, “Mister Stone, it is not appropriate for midshipmen to laugh at full commanders. I wish I hadn’t eaten anything at all. I really wish it would hurry up and pass through me. It feels like a solid lump sitting in my guts.”
 
   “Gas, too?” Stone laughed.
 
   Wright looked embarrassed. “Sorry, you noticed?”
 
   Stone laughed harder. “No Commander, but that is what happens when you eat a whole bar. They are designed to provide all the nutrients you need for four days per bar. They are also designed to plug up your…the ability to…I mean…you can’t go to the bathroom, right? That is because in an emergency you aren’t supposed to have time to stop and visit the toilet. But, the gas builds up and finds its way out anyway…ah.”
 
   “I still don’t see that it is funny…what?”
 
   “Are the sub-light fuel tanks filled up?” Stone asked.
 
   “We have full tanks according to the display the manual says to read. Whoever stripped this out only stole the stuff they could easily use or sell. Sub-light fuel would not be that easy to sell, why?”
 
   “Is there an oven on board?”
 
   “Yes, it is right here.” She tapped the bulkhead behind her. A section slid away to reveal an oven door.
 
   Stone mused, “Huh? I wonder if it will work…?”
 
   “If what will work?” Wright asked.
 
   “Having a gas attack reminded me of something I read in a magazine. No, it wasn’t a magazine; it was in a Captain Allnut Space Ranger comic strip.” He looked at the oven and out at the gray void of hyperspace. He shook his head no, reached up and flicked off the toggles shutting the shields over the viewports. “No. I don’t think it will work, but will most likely kill us. I just don’t know whether it will kill us fast or kill us slow.”
 
   Wright laughed, “Do you think it matters? I sure don’t have any way for us to get out of this mess of yours. This is all your fault anyway, Mister Stone. I am going to give you an order. If you got an idea, go ahead and try it. You don’t even have to make me understand it, just tell me what you need me to do.”
 
   Stone said, “We will have to make some changes to the engine so it can convert heavier matter to energy. We need to strip whatever material we can from the inside of the escape pod. We need to enrich the sub-light engine fuel; sort of make it thicker. This is going to take some time to set up, okay?”
 
   Wright laughed, “We are in hyperspace, remember. There isn’t any time.”
 
   Stone shook his head, “There isn’t any time out there in hyperspace. We are in a small bubble of normal universal space that we brought with us into hyperspace. We have time inside of this bubble. We may spend enough time that we may be pushing the limit on these nutrition bars by the time we are ready to try a hyperspace jump without a hyperspace capable spaceship.”
 
   “Ooh, you make it sound so enticing. More gas bars and then imminent death. I have got to remember to tell Allie that you really are a fun date.”
 
   Stone blushed, “Why? What did she say?”
 
   Wright laughed so hard she farted, making a large ‘blatt’. She laughed harder.
 
   Stone laughed and tried to explain that sub-light engines and hyperspace jump engines were not that different. A sub-light engine output is slow and steady, moving a ship through normal space. A hyperspace jump engine gathers its power into one big push as it generats a bubble of normal space and pushes the bubble into hyperspace. It was kind of like making a bubble by blowing though a kid’s soap bubble ring.
 
   Of course, a hyperspace engine had to generate the exact amount of power. Too little power and the bubble wouldn’t form. Too much power and the bubble would burst. Sub-light engines had throttles, but no real way to build up power and push it out all at once. Stone was going to have to make some unusual and seriously dangerous modifications to the sub-light engines. Rather than causing a bubble to form, they were going to try to push a hole in the bubble they were in allowing them to escape back into normal space. It would be like making a pin prick in a balloon and letting all of the air out through that tiny hole without causing the balloon to burst.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
   Commander Wright and Midshipman Stone spent two days using survival knives to cut every scrap of the escape pod’s inside and shove it into the oven. They cooked everything down into a watery, putty-like consistency. The bedding from the bunks caused quite a stink, but the air scrubbers were designed to handle twenty-four people in tight quarters while eating special nutrition bars. The scrubbers quickly refreshed the air. Stone had the scrubbers condense any particulate matter pulled from the air and he fed it into the oven adding to their putty.
 
   He also tore out the shower plumbing. Using the pipes, he built a conduit from the oven to the sub-light engine intake valves. Every time the oven was full to capacity with putty, he poured it into the engines, packing it as tightly as he could.
 
   The engine was off. They didn’t need to worry about using them to run any of the pod’s systems. The lights, air and water systems ran off battery power. There were not any interstellar bodies to generate gravity wells in hyperspace, so the engine was not necessary to keep them on course. There was not any need for them to even set a course. No one had ever proven that a spaceship moved through hyperspace. The prevailing theory was nothing moved in hyperspace, but normal space shifted around while a ship was making hyperspace transit.
 
   The artificial gravity ran off power from the sub-light engine, but even without the continuous power feed the artificial gravity system would continue to provide gravity to the escape pod for days. The series of liquid heavy-metal discs spun on almost-frictionless spindles. The artificial gravity was set at human standard 1.0. As the discs slowly spun down, the gravity levels in the pod would become less and less. Stone thought they would be ready to try a hyperspace jump long before they became weightless.
 
   They had cut the bunks into small pieces and fed the pieces into the oven. The flat slabs were made of extruded metal alloy that was light, but inflexible. When cooked down it became a fine, powdery slurry that mixed easily into the putty-like mixture. The bunk frames required such a high heat setting in the oven that the command bridge temperature became almost uninhabitable.
 
   They tried to cut up deck plating, but they could not even scratch the surface. Their survival knives had not been dulled in the process, but they were ineffective against some surfaces. They left the two command bridge chairs intact. The chairs were comfortable enough to sleep on and had command functions built directly into them. Dismantling them may have unexpected consequences.
 
   Finally, Wright said, “That is it, Stone. We are down to everything that we can melt down, burn up, rip out or shove in.”
 
   Stone pointed at the bathroom.  “We have left the sink and toilet in place. At this point, I am not sure it will add any real value to our mix. They are both made of some light alloy that seems to be mostly air anyway.”
 
   Wright shook her head. “I didn’t argue when you tore out the shower, or when you made me rip the door to the bathroom down. But, I draw the line at not having a toilet. I want a toilet and a place to wash my hands when I am done, especially if we do survive this jump, okay? So, forget about tearing them out.”
 
   Stone shrugged, “You are the Commander. I bow to your greater wisdom.”
 
   “Then, let’s not wait. We are as ready as we are going to get.” She headed for the command bridge and plopped into a chair. When Stone was seated next to her, she looked at him and said, “I am ready when you are, Mister Stone. Push your buttons and get this show on the road.” She squeezed her eyes shut and gripped the arms of the chair.
 
   “Aye, aye, Commander,” Stone replied. He reached forward to the console and pushed the toggles that withdrew the shields from the viewports.
 
   “Was that it? Did we die?” She asked. Wright peeked through one small eye slit. She saw the gray void and sighed. “Didn’t work, huh?”
 
   Stone laughed. “Sorry, Commander, I just wanted to open the windows first to see where we are when we come out.”
 
   “What do you mean ‘see where we are’?” Wright looked startled. “Aren’t we going to come out at the same time and same place as the Ol’ Toothless? I thought you said that we can’t change course in hyperspace?”
 
   “We can’t change course, but I don’t know whether our course was changed when we were pushed away from the Ol’ Toothless or whether we are travelling along with her. We may be a hair’s width away from her hull and being pulled along with her at her exit. Or, we may be a hair’s width away from the Ol’ Toothless’ hull and still jump completely into a different place. I don’t know.”
 
   “Wait a minute,” Wright said. The confusion in her voice was evident. “I thought that if the Ol’ Toothless and this pod jumped into hyperspace at the same time then we will exit at the same time, right? So, how do we know when to push the button to jump? How do we manage to time our jump with the Ol’ Toothless?”
 
   Stone laughed at her confusion, “Exactly, Commander, now you are catching on.”
 
   “No, I am not. If you don’t kill me with this rebuilt jump engine, then I am going home and never getting into another space ship again. I can raise goats at home just as well as in space. This is too confusing.”
 
   Stone tried to explain. “In our time line, inside our bubble, which I think is just a small piece of the bubble from the Ol’ Toothless’ bigger bubble; they could have already jumped out of hyperspace. Then if we wait for another couple of weeks, assuming we had enough food and water, we would still exit at exactly the same time.”
 
   “Do you really understand what you are saying, Midshipman?”
 
   Stone shook his head. “Not really. It doesn’t make sense to me; it is just the way it is.”
 
   “Okay then, since we know ‘when’ we are going to exit the question is ‘where’ are we going to come out?” Wright asked.
 
   Stone shook his head again. “I don’t have a clue. We may jump out and still be a hair’s width from the Ol’ Toothless, we may be at the other end of the galaxy, or we may be entirely outside of our own galaxy altogether. Still, wherever we jump out of hyperspace the question will be can we still use this sub-light engine to get us to a habitable planet before we run out of air and water.”
 
   “And food,” Wright added.
 
   “Oh no, Commander,” Stone replied with a sinister laugh. “I think that if I ration you correctly I will be able to feed off your body for a couple of weeks.”
 
   Wright laughed nervously. “You know, sometimes I can’t tell whether you are kidding or not.”
 
   “You know Commander, sometimes I don’t know myself,” Stone winked at her.
 
   “We know when we are going to exit hyperspace, but we don’t know where. We will probably jump into empty space and turn to cannibalism before we die.”
 
   Stone shook his head. “You missed the possibilities that we might exit hyperspace by jumping into the heart of a planet and be crushed. Or jump into the corona of a sun and burn to death. Or jump into the middle of a Hyrocanian battle fleet.”
 
   “Enough, I don’t want to know anymore. There are too many horrible possibilities.”
 
   “Oh, you don’t need to worry about those things. The way I have this rigged will probably cause the engine to explode and kill us outright.”
 
   “You are really cheerful to be around today, you know that? Okay, I didn’t think I wanted to know, but what did you do the engine?”
 
   Stone grinned. “You gave me the idea. What we did was jam too much energy rich matter into the engine intakes. I have blocked the exhaust at the re-breather ports, disconnected all of the power regulators, and shut off a dozen or so other bits and pieces of the engine. The engine will build up a massive bubble of energy that will have to find a release point and then it will expel energy in the form of gas through a cobbled together jump port and push us back into normal space.”
 
   “You are going to make the engine fart?” Wright looked at him in shock.
 
   Stone laughed. “Oh yeah, and if we ever get back to Empire Space I am going to write this whole thing up as a technical specification and call it the Danielle Wright Propulsion Method.”
 
   Wright shook a fist at him. “You do and I will have my father hunt you down.”
 
   “Your parents still at home? Where is home anyway?” Stone asked.
 
   “Fort Collins, Colorado.” She answered.
 
   “Colorado? I don’t know where that is.”
 
   “It is a small planetary system just outside of the Ursis Major cluster. It is a-”
 
   Stone reached out a hand and slapped the engine start button.
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   Wright said. “Nothing happened.”
 
   “Sorry, I thought that if I distracted you it wouldn’t be such a tense moment when I hit the go-button. We have to give it time to back up. Close your eyes, click your heels three times and say ‘there is no place like home’. According to Grandma that always helps.”
 
   Wright snorted. “Yeah, right!”
 
   “It couldn’t hurt,” Stone shrugged. He leaned forward to check the engine pressure gauge. It was creeping slowly toward the mark he had scratched into the gauge face.”
 
   He heard ‘…no place like home. There is no place like home. There is…’ The gauge hit the mark. He hit a secondary button; fully expecting to die fast, or to die slow, or to die in some manner in between.
 
   Stone got the last thing he expected. The gray of hyperspace disappeared and the blackness of space, riddled with bright stars, soundlessly popped into place. He looked over at Commander Wright. She still had her eyes shut, chanting as if the phrase were a mantra she could use to will the universe to bend to her wishes.
 
   “Um, Commander Wright?” Stone said softly.
 
   “Don’t bug me, boy. Just let me know before you hit the go button.”
 
   “I already did and if we are dead then heaven looks a lot like normal space.”
 
   Wright opened her eyes, saw stars and whooped. She jumped out of her chair and kissed him on the lips. She did a little dance and sat back down with another whoop. She looked over at Stone and said “Whoop? You aren’t whooping. We are alive in normal universal space...” Her voice faded to nothing as she looked at Stone.
 
   “Maybe we pushed ourselves into a completely different universe,” Stone said with a shrug.
 
   Wright laughed. “Then you proved the existence of the multi-verse and a way to get from one to the other. Genius! I’ll be famous for being along on the ride. So, now what, boy genius?”
 
   “Well, the data base on this escape pod is a bit small. If my personal assistant hadn’t been wiped, I could have used the star charts I had there to upgrade them. But, I am going to try for a scan of the star systems to see if we can determine where we are.”
 
   “What are we going to do about getting out of this metal box?”
 
   “We don’t have enough computing power to both map all of the stars and to do a visual scan looking for habitable planets, but-”
 
   “But, nothing. Look for a planet,” Wright interrupted. “That is my command decision. Do we have enough engine power to get to a planet if we can find one?”
 
   “Aye, aye, Commander Wright, I will search for a planet. But, there are two ‘ifs’ on getting to a planet. We have to consider the level of go juice left in the fuel reservoir. That it is a big ‘if’. It is ‘if’ we find one a planet that is not too far away. There is the ‘if’ of whether we can restart the engine. That blast may have ruptured every seal and valve. We will just have to dig into the engine and see what we can make work.”
 
   The pod pinged at them.
 
   Stone frowned. “I haven’t programmed it to look for a habitable planet yet. But, it is saying it found one.”
 
   “This is an escape pod, Mister Stone. It is probably designed to automatically look for a place to put down. Look, it just started sending out a distress message.”
 
   Stone pointed at a display. “It is telling us there aren’t any friendly rescue ships in the area and is asking if we want to head for the planet it found.”
 
   Wright reached forward to press the button to head to the planet.
 
   Stone shouted, “No! Stop! Sorry, Commander, but I need to clear the engine ports before we turn the engine back on. It would also be best if we clear the slurry pipe between the engine and the oven. We don’t want to cause another back up.”
 
   Wright threw her hands in the air. “I surrender. You are in command from now on.”
 
   “Thank you, but you are still the boss; just remember to ask me before you order me to do something. Okay?” Stone replied with a smile.
 
   “Aye, aye, Mister Stone. Roger wilco. Yes, sir. Now, if you will excuse me, but our last little hyperspace jump has helped to work some of that nutrition bar through my system. I’ll be in the back. Since you took the door of the toilet, you will, I repeat, will remain upfront or down in the engine room until I say different.”
 
   “Yes, Commander.”
 
   Stone climbed down into the engine compartment below the bridge. There was very little room but he managed to squeeze in. He pulled out his knife and worked at the intake pipe joint until the pipe slid clear.
 
   He crawled to the back until he was just about under the bathroom and wedged himself near the re-breather exhaust ports. Of the four ports, one was clear. He saw the plug lying in a corner behind a conduit. It had blown out with such force it dented the bulkhead.
 
   The three other ports were still blocked. He tapped his fingers against a port expecting it to be too hot to touch. It was cold. He knew he should not have been able to touch any part of the engine for a full day if he had been running the sub-light engine. But the jury-rigged jump had not heated the engine at all. It was as if it had not even been running.
 
   He worked his knife point around each exhaust port blockage until each was free. He scraped the ports trying to clean the exhaust tube walls, but they were irreparably fouled. Grandpa would have skinned him alive if he had ever thought of starting an engine with ports this badly fouled.
 
   Stone chuckled to himself. He was saved from a skinning since Grandpa was not around. The engine was going to run very rough even if he could get it started. Running the engine this way would permanently ruin every seal, valve and port in the pod, if they were not already ruined. Not only that but all four of the re-breather tubes had flared out at the ends and he was unable to reseal them into the exhaust pipes. It would leak engine exhaust into the escape pod faster than the recycler could clear the air. Sub-light engine exhaust was simple carbon dioxide and was not immediately toxic. The inability of the scrubbers to work fast enough would not matter if the pod only had a short distance to travel, but if they were in for a long trip they would suffocate before they could reach their destination.
 
   He manually inspected the fuel reservoir. It had a small trickle of matter in the bottom that he might be able to use as a catalyst to jump start the engine. He shrugged to himself and tossed in the matter he had cleared from the exhaust ports. The engine should heat up enough to convert the semi-hard matter into a liquid or gaseous state for consumption.
 
   He smiled, “That is if it can still heat the engine that high without blowing a gasket.” He knew he needed more fluid and more heavy matter. Any fluid would work. Fluid should be fairly easy to get. He scooted forward and opened the fly on his utility pants. He urinated into the reservoir with a sigh of relief.
 
   He did not know how much water was in their drinking water systems. The pod was designed to recycle endlessly to make use of all available water. He used the knife to disconnect the plumbing systems and drained the entire toilet holding tank into the fuel reservoir and all but five or six gallons of the refreshed, potable water.
 
   He still needed more hard matter. He thought about cutting up the pipe that had come from the oven to the engine, but he was loath to do away with it. He might need the oven and the feeder pipe if he could find more hard matter to melt for fuel slurry. He also rejected the idea of tossing in his blanked personal assistant. It was too small to make much difference and it might have other uses in the future, especially if they got back to a station and could get an operating system reloaded.
 
   Stone thought about the escape pod from bow to stern. The toilet and the sink were still available, but their light composite material would not be worth the effort to tear them out for fuel. He though about what they could do without on the bridge. He ruled out the chairs. The command functions built into the chairs were too necessary. It was the same with the bridge consoles. He knew there was a lot of heavy material in the consoles. Much of it was not required for the every day function of the pod, but he was not enough of a technician to even begin know what he could tear out and what he had to leave in place.
 
   He slammed the lid closed on the reservoir. They might have to tear into the chairs and the console if there was not enough fuel. Maybe with the help of the pod’s manual they would not make any serious mistakes. He decided to delay making a decision until the pod’s computer could tell them how much fuel they would need to get to the planet.
 
   He took a look at other systems in the cramped engine compartment. The artificial gravity discs were still spinning even without power. Life support was continuing to drain power from the batteries, but if he could get the engine running he would be able to recharge the batteries. He re-connected the regulators and disconnected his jump port.
 
   Stone wriggled his way backwards towards the bridge. Commander Wright was crouched down over the hatchway and offered him a hand up.
 
   “Well, what is the verdict, Mister Stone?” Wright asked.
 
   “I think she will start, but I won’t know for sure until we hit the button. And I don’t know whether we have enough fuel. I am going to let the computer figure that out. I don’t have near the math skills to calculate that even if I could figure out all of the variables.”
 
   “Well, you know me, Mister Stone. I am not much of a ship jockey. How long will the pod take to calculate if we are going to make planet-fall or if we are going to turn to cannibalism?”
 
   Stone pointed at the readouts on the console. “The third one from the top is the fuel levels. We can assume the pod has laid in a course to the planet it chose. The readout below the fuel level should tell us if we can make it. And if not-”
 
   “Let’s cross that bridge when we get to it, shall we? Read me the result, Mister Stone.”
 
   “Aye, aye, Commander Wright.” He leaned over the readout. “It says that if we let the engine give us a nudge in the right direction and use only minimal thrust on the way we should be able to set down. But, we will have to get to the ground on the first pass. We don’t have enough fuel for a second time around. We don’t even have fuel to get into orbit to look for a good landing spot. We will need to go in comet-like.”
 
   “That sounds uncomfortable.”
 
   Stone shook his head. “It should not be bad. The inertial dampeners and the shields will keep our ride smooth as Oskan silk, but it might mean we won’t land exactly where we want to land. Our only other option would be to try and dismantle one of the chairs and feed it to the engine as fuel. Even if we need the fuel I don’t think we should tear up both chairs, because one of us has to be at the console for reentry. It is your call, but I think we should try it as is.”
 
   “Okay. We could get by on one chair if we took turns using it to sleep or sit down. But, the deck is really cold. So, we will just have to try to spot a good landing zone before we hit planetary atmosphere, right?
 
   “Sure,” Stone replied. “We won’t get a good look until we get too close to make any major course corrections, but we should be able to narrow it down so we hit land instead of ocean. That is assuming-”
 
   “I know, I know,” Wright interrupted. “Assuming that the engine starts, or the engine doesn’t blow up, or we aren’t overrun by space zombies at the last minute. You can be a downer sometimes, you know?”
 
   “Hey! I didn’t mention space zombies, you did. I was going to say an attack by pirates or space vampires.”
 
   “When are we ready to go? Now or do you want to split a piece of nutrition bar, first.”
 
   Stone smiled. “I know I am going to be hungry later, but right now if I have any more of those bars I will be hoping that the engine does blow up.”
 
   “So we go now?”
 
   Stone nodded. “Now is good, boss. Push the button by your left hand. No! No! Not that one, that’s the self destruct.”
 
   Wright backed up as if bitten and stared at the console. “Oh, I pushed it…”
 
   Stone started laughing. “You should see your face.” He wiped his eyes. “Remember teasing me about having my socks on the wrong feet? Well, paybacks do happen, Commander.”
 
   Wright closed her eyes and started to laugh with relief. “I don’t know which makes me happier, that I didn’t blow up the ship or that the engine didn’t blow me up. When will we know whether it is going to work or not?”
 
   “Look at the stars, Commander. We are already turning onto the heading for planet-fall. The engine is working. Now, all we have to worry about is if the engine doesn’t foul or blow a gasket before we get there, if we can find a place to land quickly enough, or if this pod uses the same definition of habitable we do. And…did I mention we are about to run out of air?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
   Stone squinted against the bright light from the flames glaring through the view shield of the escape pod. He controlled a very human urge to lean back away from the heat, but there was no heat. The flames did not touch the pod. They raged against the shields generated by the spinning artificial gravity discs.
 
   “Shields holding, Commander,” he said through gritted teeth. It was more of a challenge to hold the pod on course through the upper atmosphere than he thought it would be. It was certainly more of a challenge than guiding it through empty space. They were not coming in as fast as the computer had suggested due to the dwindling fuel supply, but it was still fast enough to scare Stone spitless.
 
   The artificial gravity and the inertial dampeners were running full out. The pod was being buffeted wildly, still its occupants did not feel the slightest jink. The ride felt smoother than sitting in a kitchen chair in Grandma’s galley. Stone dared a glance through the flames to the planet below as it rushed up at them. It looked as if the planet below was jittering about.
 
   Stone was sure the pod would have been able to guide itself to a landing with a lot less jerking about, however it had calculated the descent to use all of the fuel supply to achieve a smoother landing. He was more uncomfortable running the sub-light engine completely empty than he was trying his first planetary landing in any kind of craft.
 
   The planet they were racing toward was, according to the pod’s computer, habitable. That meant they should be able to survive. Having a pod with a working engine to manage gravity, air and water recycling might make the difference between habitable for a few days, habitable for as long as it took for someone to find them, or habitable for life.
 
   The pod’s air recycling systems were not working as well as they had hoped. The sub-light engine was pouring carbon dioxide into the air. Life support was designed to recycle air for twenty-four people, but the designers had not counted on the engine feeding the exhaust directly into the recyclers through the re-breathers. The air exchange system was not able to draw the CO2 from the cabin fast enough to keep up with the engine output.
 
   Commander Wright had looked up carbon dioxide poisoning on her personal assistant. Earth standard CO2 levels were 0.04%. There was a centuries old ongoing argument in the medical community about whether people died from the rise in carbon dioxide in the air or whether the carbon dioxide simply diminished the oxygen levels to below survivable levels. Stone had cranked up the oxygen output none-the-less.
 
   The pod’s internal instruments indicated the air had just passed a two percent CO2 level. Commander Wright’s p.a. said two percent was survivable for a short time. Sustained exposure to two percent CO2 levels would be dangerous. The percentage was still creeping up and rising faster by the moment. Five percent would be directly toxic.
 
   Both he and Commander Wright had been fighting feelings of drowsiness, headaches, racing heartbeats, dizziness, fatigue, rapid breathing, and even visual dysfunctions. Wright explained their condition in less than scientific terms. She simply said they were feeling ‘icky’.
 
   Stone wanted to get onto the ground as quickly as he could. No matter what the planetary atmosphere, once they were down he would be able to shut down the engine and let life support catch up to normal levels. He might be able to vent and recycle the cabin air with planetary resources if the air on the planet was sufficiently close to earth normal.
 
   The pod’s external instrumentation was unable to read the planetary atmosphere yet. The heat of their entry into the atmosphere was boiling away any air samples the pod might have been able to collect. The pod declared the planet habitable. It was unable to provide more than a guess based on long range visual sensors. The planet was close enough to the sun to have liquid water. It appeared to have dry land. It was of an approximate size for its gravity to be plus or minus a few percentage points of earth normal. It had an acceptable axial tilt and spin with three standard size moons.
 
   He steered the pod toward the largest land mass on this side of the planet. He had watched the planet spin for the last four days, and he knew by their trajectory this was the side they would reach. However, until they got close; really, really close, he would not be able to pick out details.
 
   He spun the dial on the look-down scan console searching for a place to land. He was trying to find a spot that was relatively flat; but not in the middle of some huge grassy plains. He also wanted to get close to water, but not so close they would land in it. Deep forests did not seem like a good idea either, since the pod was unable to give them any indication of the local flora or fauna. The pod had snapped a visual just prior to atmosphere insertion showing the terrain below was covered in vegetation. Unless the video pickups were malfunctioning, the picture showed a blanket of rusty-green color plants.
 
   The computer was very clear there were no signs of intelligent life on the planet below. There had not been any activity on any of the radio frequencies or microwave bands. There were no visual clues of civilization like roads, towns or even cultivated fields.
 
   Suddenly, the flames licking at the shields quit, as if a giant breath had blown them out. Stone breathed a shallow sigh. He wanted to breathe deeper, but the air was beginning to stink like Uncle Jim’s fermented yeast in a beer vat aboard the Ruby Rock. He glanced at Commander Wright. Her eyes were clamped closed and her face had a greenish tint.
 
   “Commander, atmosphere insertion complete. Are you okay?” he asked.
 
   She shook her head. “Just nauseated from watching the planet through the view screen.”
 
   “Hey! We need to name our pod,” Stone said. “It is bad luck to land a craft with just a number. What do you think? Got any ideas?”
 
   Wright looked at him through slitted eyes. “You’re just trying to distract me, Mister Stone?”
 
   “Um…maybe. But a name wouldn’t hurt, right?”
 
   “Doesn’t your family always name your ships after rocks and costly metals?”
 
   Stone was about to answer when he spotted a semi-attractive landing spot on the look-down scan. It was coming up quick, but it was close enough he could land with only a few minor course corrections. It was a small clearing in the forest below equidistant between a river and a small series of hills.
 
   “Yes, Commander. I was born on the Platinum Pebble and grew up on the Golden Boulder. But this is not really a family ship. It is as much yours as mine at this point. We better hurry. We are going to land quicker than I planned.”
 
   “Actually, I believe this pod belongs to the Emperor no matter where it is in the universe. However, for the sake of your argument, since we are in possession now let’s give it a name from both of us. How about the Angora Rock?”
 
   “Done,” Stone said. “Considering the way she flies, ‘rock’ is a pretty appropriate name. You are going to have to explain to me what an angora is…crap. Brace yourself.”
 
   The bottom of the pod slammed into a tree-like plant, snapping it off cleanly. Stone pushed the throttle to the max, flaring the engine and giving the pod a lift just a few meters above the ground. Without much of a glide path the pod shuttered and the engine stalled, unable to climb back into the air. It dropped six meters, slamming into the ground.
 
   The combination of the inertial dampeners, artificial gravity and the well designed command chairs meant Stone had to do a visual check through the view shield to see if they were down or still moving. The shields had suppressed any noise.
 
   Commander Wright had her eyes closed again. She said, “An angora is a kind of a goat. People make clothes out of their hair; like goat-fur sweaters.”
 
   “Um…Commander, it is as good a name as any. It brought us enough luck to get us down. Checking atmosphere now.” Stone dropped the shields and shut off the engine. The pod gave a slight shudder as it settled onto the planet surface.
 
   “We’re down?” She peaked with one eye out through the view screen. “Can you exhaust this stale air, at least start venting the extra CO2 out of the cabin?”
 
   “I don’t think we have to start blowing out air. The engine is off line so the CO2 levels aren’t going any higher. We just have to give life support a little extra time and it will have us back to earth normal soon even if the planet’s air isn’t good.” A light flashed on the console. “There it is now, Commander. The planetary atmosphere is within acceptable standards.”
 
   “Acceptable as in breathable?” She asked with a frown.
 
   Stone nodded and he pushed a few other buttons. “Yes, sir. It is almost earth normal with some minor variants in inert gasses. I am having the pod collect additional samples to check for other contaminants, like microbes or viruses or-“
 
   “Quit stalling, mister,” Wright interrupted. “I am about to vomit in this stench we have been breathing for the last few days. I would have if there was anything on my stomach. Open the door.”
 
   “Really, Commander, I think we should hold off for a bit to see-”
 
   “Treat this as an order, Stone. I have been in this freakin’ metal box smelling my own farts for so long that if I don’t get out now, I am going to have to hurt someone. Got me?” Wright unstrapped herself from her chair, fumbling with the latches. She bolted off the bridge, crossed the cabin and began pounding on the back bulkhead.
 
   Stone unstrapped himself and followed Wright into the cabin. He wanted to restrain her, but he was not sure what to do. She seemed so calm and rational just seconds before, but she was on the verge of all out panic. He did not have any way to restrain her. He was sure it would be best to wait for the pod’s sensors to give a complete report. They did not know what was out there. Even though the air in the pod was stale and out of balance, at least they knew what was in it.
 
   The external hatch to the pod was the entire rear bulkhead. It was designed to hinge open along the deck. The bulkhead dropped to form a ramp down to the deck or to the ground in this case. There was not an airlock or even a small hatch that could be slammed shut. The pod’s manual had been very specific that there was not anyway to crack open the hatch just a little bit. It was all or nothing, dropping the whole bulkhead exposed the entire pod to planetary atmosphere.
 
   “Open the door, dammit,” Wright continued to pound on the hatch with her bare fists.
 
   “Aye, aye, sir,” Stone replied. He started to turn, but stopped. There was an emergency release in the center of the hatch. It had begun to flash green. Before he could stop her, Wright slammed her fist into the release mechanism. A series of explosive bolts detonated along the junction where the hatch met the side bulkheads and ceiling. The back blast beat around Wright in a tornado of smoke and debris. Her hair whipped about and loose parts of her uniform flapped in the wind.
 
   Stone shielded his face as he tried to see Wright through the thickening air. She was still slamming her fists against the emergency hatch release. He rushed forward, but just as he reached her the hatch gave way. Without a sound it separated along the top and the sides, dropping to the ground with a slam.
 
   Wright rushed down the ramp onto the grassy area of a small meadow. She halted a few meters away from the end of the ramp and took a deep breath. She was overcome by a sudden gut wrenching spasm. She propped her hands on her knees and dry heaved over the rust colored grass. She took a second deep breath that ended with a wet, lung-twisting cough.
 
   Stone stood helpless at the top of the ramp. He wanted to rush to help her, but he did not know what to do. It was too late to seal the bridge. Not that it mattered. He had destroyed any bridge compartment air containment integrity when he converted the engine to jump capable and then switched it back to sub-light. Whatever was in the air was already filling the cabin of the pod.
 
   Wright turned her head, breathed deep, made a guttural noise and spit into the grass.
 
   “Damn. I just hocked up a lung,” she said. She looked up at Stone standing in the cabin. “Air smells good out here, Stone. Sorry about rushing our exodus, but in truth I don’t like confined spaces anymore than you like open spaces. Knowing we had all this open air was just more than I could take. Normally, I deal with my claustrophobia pretty well, just like you need to learn to deal with open spaces.”
 
   “Yeah. Sure. Thanks. Good advice,” Stone replied with a nod.
 
   “Smells like home after a spring rain,” Wright took another deep breath. “Come on down and try this air. I am sure it still smells like week old cabbage stew and unwashed sweat socks in there.”
 
   Stone shook his head. “It is clearing some. Honest. I think my headache is starting to go away.”
 
   “Look, Stone. I have looked up your agoraphobia. It isn’t so much the fear of the open space as it is the fear of lack of control. You can control what goes on in the pod, sort of. You don’t feel like you can control what goes on out here.” She spread her arms wide and breathed deeply. “See? I am fine. This is as safe as my mother’s back-”
 
   A roar from some kind of large animal split the air. It was followed by the angry squeal of a smaller animal. The squeal turned from anger to pain and faded away. There was another roar from the bigger animal and the ground shook.
 
   Wright’s eyes grew big. She turned to sprint back to the ramp, but was knocked off her feet by a trio of rust-colored, greenish creatures that shot past her up the ramp. The two animals brushed past Stone as if he was not there. The third creature sniffed Stone as it ran past, but otherwise ignored him.
 
   He was not sure when he moved, but he found himself standing next to Wright.
 
   She looked up at him from the ground. “What-”
 
   Another large animal roar split the air and a huge creature leapt into the clearing. It was the same green-rust color of the other three creatures and it blended neatly into the background of the rusty, green forest. It stood on its hind legs and roared again, splitting the air with its bellow. It showed a double row of teeth as it shook its broad, flat head at the pod.
 
   The creature was almost three and a half meters tall when it was standing on all four feet, but it had a long flexible neck that stretched as it stood up on back legs to roar, making it even taller. It dropped back down onto all four legs. Its legs were stubby, but each leg had two knees that looked as it they rotated in any direction. It also had a set of arms attached at the shoulders. It had what could have been vestigial wings, although the wing flaps were far too short to lift the massive creature off the ground.
 
   It had a broad, heavy tail that curled up behind the creature. It would have taken a closer inspection to see where the creature’s body ended and the tail began. The tail was long enough to reach over its own head and it ended in a spike or horn or stinger. Neither Stone nor Wright wanted to stay around long enough to find out what truly was at the end of the creature’s tail. Wright sprinted around the side of the pod to get its bulk between her and the creature. Stone raced back up the ramp into the safety of the pod.
 
   He skidded to a stop at the top of the ramp and came face-to-face with a pair of creatures that were miniatures of the roaring monster in the meadow behind him. They may have been miniatures to the creature outside but they looked huge to Stone. They were both about one and a half meters tall at the shoulders. That made them a little less than chest high to him. They were almost as broad as they were tall and looked to be all rippling muscles below a rough, pebbled skin.
 
   The two creatures stretched their necks and hissed at Stone. Their tails arched over their heads, the pod rang with echoes as the bone spike at the end of their tails stabbed the deck. Their vestigial wings fluttered in the air.
 
   Stone did not even have his survival knife. Both he and Wright had left them with the rest of the survival packs on the bridge. The way to the bridge was now blocked by the creatures. The bridge hatch was filled with the third creature stretched across the jam.
 
   Stone leapt to the side, into the bathroom, ducking into the shower stall. Since he had fed the door into his improvised matter converter he could still look directly into the pod’s cabin. Both creatures continued to hiss. The spikes on their tails rang against the deck plate, shooting sparks as they beat a tattoo on the metal. Another bellow from outside told him the large creature was still there.
 
   The large one roared again and stuck a rust colored head in the pod’s wide open hatch. The two small creatures stabbed at the massive head with spiked tails, driving it back into the meadow. The huge creature could get into the pod, but it would be unable to bring its own tail into action in the confined space.
 
   The smaller creatures were greener in color than the large one. Stone wasn’t sure, but he thought they were greener now than when they had first rushed onto the pod. The two standing creatures screeched defiance at the large creature and bolted down the ramp into the meadow.
 
   Stone stepped out of the shower, but kept a bulkhead between him and the remaining creature. He peeked around the corner and out into the meadow. The two smaller creatures had not attacked the large creature. Instead, they had separated as soon as they cleared the pod’s bulkheads. They shot off into the forest at a ground-eating run, heading in opposite directions. The large creature bellowed, swiveling it’s head back and forth from one retreating creature to the next, obviously confused. Finally, it turned, crashing into the forest to race after one of the creatures.
 
   “Stone? Please tell me you are okay,” Wright’s voice came through the open hatch.
 
   “I am okay so far, Commander,” Stone shouted back. “But we still have one of those things in-”
 
   A hiss interrupted Stone. The remaining creature stretched it’s neck and hissed at Stone a second time. It’s neck was flexible enough that it twisted and poked it’s head into the bathroom. It hissed at Stone again, shaking it’s head and showing two rows of teeth in a mouth that looked big enough to bite Stone in half.
 
   The creature sniffed at Stone and withdrew.
 
   Stone managed a quick glance around the bathroom bulkhead. The creature had returned to lying across the hatchway to the bridge. It fluttered it’s arm flaps at Stone, but did not move. It’s tail was tucked under it’s body. Stone was struck by how green the creature looked. He was sure it had been more of a rust color just moments before.
 
   Stone glanced through the open hatch. A much relieved Danielle Wright looked back.
 
   He said softly. “Commander Wright, we still have one of those things in here. This one doesn’t look like it is planning on leaving. It also doesn’t look like it is planning on eating me, so it might be safer if you come back inside. We can shut the hatch in case that big thing comes back.”
 
   Wright shook her head. “That ain’t a happenin’, Bub. You figure a way to get that giant scorpion-like thing out of there or I am not coming back inside.”
 
   “Scorpion?” Stone asked. “Looks more like a dragon to me or maybe some kind of lizard. Besides, you are a veterinarian. Aren’t you supposed to be good with animals?”
 
   “Ha! I am a terra-veterinarian, not a xenobiologist. I don’t even know what that thing is and I have no idea how to fix it.”
 
   Stone frowned. “Fix it? How do you know it is even hurt?”
 
   “I can see the blood from here,” Wright snorted. “Or whatever fluid is leaking from the huge gash down it’s side. I think the big monster got a piece of this one.”
 
   Stone looked around at the creature. It was definitely hurt and blood was flowing freely out of a flap of crusty, leather-like skin. It’s skin looked like it was covered in pebbles and sand, then breaded and deep fried. He was sure it was even greener now than it had been just a moment before. It took a deep, ragged breath, stretching it’s neck about as if sucking up the air. The flow of blood did not slow, but the color deepened to a brighter green.
 
   The creature gave a baleful ‘wonk’ noise and hissed at Stone, shaking it’s head. Stone did not retreat into the bathroom because the creature did not move. It continued to hiss and wonk. It shook it’s head and showed Stone it’s teeth.
 
   “Commander, I think it is an herbivore,” Stone called to Wright. “All of those teeth are the flat molar, grinding type teeth.”
 
   “Maybe or maybe not. That has been the case for all of the animals that I am familiar with, but I am still not getting close enough to test whether that is a universal constant. Besides, goats are herbivores and I have been bitten by goats more than once.”
 
   “Oh, right,” was all Stone could say.
 
   “Further, that thing, whatever deep part of the devil’s hot zone it came from, is hurt. Even rabbits and chickens can be unpredictable if they are hurt or cornered. We definitely have this one cornered.”
 
   Stone laughed, “Cornered? Not likely. I am the one trapped in the bathroom. This green meanie is welcome to get out of our pod any time it wants.”
 
   A series of plaintive wonks caused Stone and Wright to look back to the creature.
 
   “It sounds like it is calling for help.” Stone said.
 
   Wright shook her head. Her voice sounded almost as plaintive as the creature. “I don’t like to see any creature suffer, but I don’t even know where to start. Best thing would be to put it out of it’s misery. I wouldn’t know how to do that even if I had the equipment to do it. The way it is bleeding we will have the pod back to ourselves soon anyway.”
 
   The creature gave a weak wonk. It shuddered in waves from front to back. It expelled three, very large, wet sacks from a natural looking flap along it’s belly. The creature shook it’s head, tried to hiss or wonk, but was too weak to make the effort. It twisted it’s head around and sniffed at the sacks it had expelled. It’s head dropped to the deck with the effort.
 
   The creature’s eyes stayed on Stone as he moved out of the bathroom and farther into the cabin, moving on the balls of his feet, ready to jump and run if the creature made a move toward him. It looked as if it wanted to rise up, but was unable to even move it’s head. Stone continued to move across the cabin, watching the creature watch him. He moved back again, but the creature’s eyes did not follow him any longer.
 
   “Commander, I think it is either dead or unconscious.”
 
   “I can see her from here. I think she is dead. It looks like the blood flow is not pumping out, just leaking out. What about the eggs?”
 
   Stone took his eyes off the creature and looked at Wright. “Eggs? Is that what those things are?”
 
   “It looks like it to me,” Wright nodded. “I say we just wait where we are for a while to see if she is really dead or not.”
 
   Stone shook his head. “You are the boss and it is your call, but that big monster might come back at any moment. We need to be ready to get you inside and close the hatch if it does.”
 
   “Good plan, Midshipman. You confirm that thing is dead and I will come back in. Here.” She tossed him a long stick. “Poke it.”
 
   “Poke it? That is your advice. This is a dragon-like scorpion thing that has a four-foot neck and an eight-foot bone-spiked tail and you want me to poke it with a three-foot stick?”
 
   “No. I want you to leave her alone. Come outside, we can build a fire to scare off the local fauna and wait until we are sure that thing is good and dead. Not to mention we should wait until we see whether her eggs hatch or not.”
 
   “The fire starter I have is in the survival pack on the bridge with my knife. Where is yours?” Stone asked.
 
   Wright replied with a shrug, “Same place.”
 
   “How are you planning on starting a fire? Can you rub two sticks together?”
 
   “I can try.”
 
   Stone snorted. “Sorry Commander. I don’t mean to doubt you, but you go ahead and try rubbing two sticks together. I think she is dead.”
 
   He snapped off a six inch piece of the stick. With an underhanded toss, he arched the piece across the cabin. It landed on the neck of the creature. She did not move. He tossed another piece. His aim was better the second time. He struck her squarely across the face and the stick fell across an unmoving eye.
 
   Stone moved forward, ready to bolt at the slightest twitch. He poked the creature in the head, but she did not move. Her eyes were wide set, one on each side of the broad flat head. He used the stick to poke into her mouth, wrenching up the lips. There were ear flaps about the place he expected to find ears. There was not anything that looked like a nose, or even nostril slits. He nodded to himself. The creatures had seemed to sniff the air with their mouths wide open as if their nasal receptors were in their mouths. Her head was attached to the neck by what looked like a swivel ring. He was sure these creatures would be able to swivel their heads around farther than 360 degrees.
 
   He squatted down and reached across her neck. He poked along the gash in the creature’s side. He could see inside, but he was not even going to guess at what was what. He could see near the back of the gash was a chamber with dozens of egg sacks. They were all much smaller than what the creature had expelled earlier. Most were about the size of a chicken’s egg or smaller.
 
   He duck walked to the closest of the three eggs sacks and was surprised to see it was not an egg at all. It was a miniature creature wrapped in a ball with it’s arm flaps wrapped around a very compact body. The body was twisted and pressed together so there did not appear to be any gaps or wasted space. It was a little more than twice the size of a standard basketball. It was not moving so he poked it gently with his two foot long stick. He could not budge it. The thing was too heavy to push with a stick.
 
   He reached across and poked another of the balled up creatures. It did not move either. He slid passed them and up to the third. He poked it. It unfolded.
 
   Stone was so startled he stood up. Before he could back out of the way the creature flopped limply on the deck. It lay unmoving with it’s eyes shut. The little body was completely rust colored. Stretched out it was longer than Stone was tall, but it was mostly neck and tail. The torso was quite a bit smaller than Stone’s body, about a tenth the size of the mother. He squatted back down and poked it with his stick. It was a duplicate of it’s mother. Stone realized it was the spitting image of the big monster as well.
 
   A soft wonk sounded behind him. Stone spun about. The other two egg-like creatures had unfurled. They had stretched to their full two meter height. Although they had been about twice the size of a basketball, it seemed as if they had puffed up when they hit the air, just like a sponge does when it gets wet. Both creatures pounced on Stone at the same time.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
   Stone tried to defend himself, but all he had was a two foot stick that would not have held back a playful kitten. He whacked the closest creature across the head, snapping the stick into pieces. The creature did not flinch, it leapt straight at Stone’s face.
 
   He heard Wright scream as the second creature landed with all four feet on his chest. He heard a second scream, but he was not sure whether it was the creature, Wright or himself. The first creature hit him with a head butt. The weight of the two creatures bowled him over, slamming him to the deck, bouncing his head on the metal plating.
 
   Both creatures sat on his chest, pinning him to the deck. The one that had head butted him, stretched it’s neck toward the ceiling, shook it’s whole body, fluttered it’s tiny wings, shook it’s head and hissed at the ceiling. The other creature imitated it’s twin and squeaked out a tiny wonk.
 
   Stone tried to wrestle his way clear. Individually he might have outweighed one of the creatures, but together their sheer mass held him down. They were incredibly heavy for their size. The first creature shook it’s head and sniffed the air with a wide open mouth. It dropped it’s wide open mouth over Stone’s face.
 
   Stone closed his eyes. He felt the creature’s warm breath wash across his face, feeling warm drool on his cheek. He heard a squeaky wonk. The second creature pushed it’s way up next to the first. There should not be room on his chest to hold both of them, but they were managing to both sit there.
 
   Stone was surprised he was still alive. He opened his eyes slowly and stared into the faces of each creature as they stared back at him. One of them raised it’s head to the ceiling, opened it’s mouth and shook it’s head, sniffing the air. It swiveled it’s neck and dropped it’s wide open mouth over Stone’s face.
 
   More drool dripped across his face, but the creature did not bite. Instead it fluttered it’s tiny arm flaps, sighed and dropped it’s head on Stone’s shoulder to stare at his face. The other creature dropped it’s head on Stone’s other shoulder and seemed to fall asleep. He could feel it’s breathing and it’s heartbeat on his chest, assuming the thing thumping in it’s chest was a heart-like organ. The first creature continued to stare into Stone’s face.
 
   He glanced through the small gap between the two creatures and saw Wright sliding forward. She looked terrified, tear tracks streamed down her face. She held a four foot chunk of wood in her hands. She had it raised and was ready to strike as she slid quietly across the cabin deck.
 
   Stone wiggled an arm free from under the sleeping creature. He waved a hand at her, signaling her to stop. He said softly, “Wait a minute, Commander.”
 
   Wright was only too glad to stop. She nodded and squeaked. “K.”
 
   The one that was awake swiveled it’s head around at the sound of Wright’s voice. It leapt up between Stone and Wright. It raised itself to it’s full height, stretching toward the ceiling. It spread it’s arm flaps, fluttering them. It hissed and shook it’s head at Wright. The second creature woke with a start and jumped up next to it’s twin, but instead of rising up, it stayed on all four legs. It’s tail arched over it’s head. The boney spike tapped the deck between them and Wright. The first creature dropped down and brought its tail over its head. It began to tap the deck in time with it’s twin.
 
   With the creatures’ weight off his chest, Stone jumped to his feet. One of the creatures swiveled it’s head toward Stone and gave a soft wonk. The other continued to face Wright and hiss.
 
   Wright held the wood chunk defensively in front of her. She took a step backwards. Both creatures’ necks shot up raising their heads, but they stopped tapping the deck with their tail spikes. One of the creatures tentatively raised it’s tail spike, pointing it at Wright.
 
   Stone leapt forward, but the creature shot it’s tail spike forward. Instead of impaling Wright, it gingerly tapped the wood chunk Wright held. Just as he was squeezing between the two creatures, Stone felt fingers pat him on the buttocks. He glanced at the creature. It was flexing a hand. It patted his rear again and then flexed it’s fingers again as if surprised at how they worked.
 
   Wright dropped the wood chunk and the creature tapped it again as it lay on the deck. Using it’s tail it dragged the wood to it. When it was close, the creature swiveled it’s arms forward and grabbed the wood with both hands. It seemed to forget about Wright. It opened it’s mouth and sniffed the wood. It shoved the wood in it’s mouth and bit a chunk off. A split second later it wonked and spit the piece of wood out.
 
   Stone finally wormed his way between the two creatures to get between them and Wright.
 
   The second creature wonked and watched him. It grabbed the chunk of wood that the first creature spit out without taking it’s eyes off Stone. It shoved it in it’s mouth, taking a bite. It spit it out and echoed the wonk from the first one.
 
   Wright said quietly, “Just like a human baby; everything goes in its mouth.”
 
   At the sound of her voice both creature’s heads shot up. They fluttered their arm flats and hissed at Wright.
 
   “Stop it,” Stone shouted. He was sure the creatures could not possibly understand his words, but he hoped the loud sound would catch their attention. It worked. Both creatures stopped hissing and dropped their tails behind them. They both opened their mouths wide, stretching their necks forward as they sniffed Stone.
 
   He realized they were sniffing his breath, so he exhaled deeply on each of them. He tentatively reached up to pat each of them on their boney heads. Soon he had both creatures resting their heads on his shoulders. Although their tails were down and their arm flaps folded, neither creature took its eyes off Wright.
 
   Stone stepped back. He grabbed one creature by the head and blew his breath into it’s mouth. It wonked excitedly and inched closer to him. He repeated the procedure with the other creature. It tapped the deck behind it with it’s tail spike. He grabbed the first creature’s head again and held it close in his arms.
 
   “Commander, blow in its mouth.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Come on, Commander.”
 
   “No.” Wright backed away another step.
 
   Stone felt the creature in his arms tense. He said in a soft voice “Don’t move, Commander.”
 
   Wright froze in place.
 
   “Danielle, look at them. They haven’t eaten me yet. I think you scare them is all.”
 
   “I scare them! That’s a hoot. I am about to wet my britches. Those are not goats. I don’t want to end up as breakfast for some kind of dragon scorpion thing.”
 
   “Dragons and scorpions? Hunh! Drascos? Well, they could be called worse,” Stone patted the creatures on their heads. He stretched a hand out to Wright.
 
   She let out a ragged sigh and took his hand. She let Stone gently pull her forward. When she was close he turned his head and looked at each of the drascos and blew his breath into their mouths.
 
   “Your turn, Danielle. Let them smell your breath.” He continued to hold her hand.
 
   Wright closed her eyes and blew in the general direction of the drascos. The first drasco raised it’s head and sniffed her. She would have bolted and raced from the pod, but Stone held her hand tightly.
 
   Both drascos seemed to dismiss Wright. They faced Stone and wonked.
 
   “At least they didn’t eat me.” Wright said with a sigh.
 
   “Not yet anyway,” Stone replied, “How quickly do you feed a newborn drasco?”
 
   Wright shrugged. “How would I know? I didn’t even know there was such a thing yesterday, not to mention that I didn’t know what to call it if I did know it existed.”
 
   “I still think they are herbivores.”
 
   Wright nodded. “It could be, but on earth most herbivores feed first on mother’s milk before tackling vegetation. Their natural mother isn’t going to be any help with that. They seem to have imprinted on you as their surrogate mother and I don’t know how you are going to process drasco mother’s milk.”
 
   Stone pointed at the dead drasco on the deck. “You could check their mother to see if you can determine how to feed them. Believe me; I don’t want these two to get hungry enough that they start looking at us as a meal. I mean, I could be wrong about them being herbivores.”
 
   “I am not cutting into their natural momma with them in the room. I don’t know how they will react. You are going to have to take them outside. Yes, I know you don’t want to go leave the comfort of this pretty little metal box. Just do it. Try and stay close to the pod and you will be fine.” She pulled her hand free from Stone’s grasp and stepped back into the bathroom. She gestured for Stone to go past.
 
   Stone shook his head but walked across the cabin to the top of the ramp. His drascos followed him. Their heads swiveled as they took in the scenery. They sniffed the air and wonked.
 
   “Might as well try it,” Stone nodded, the resignation evident in his voice. “Okay you two, let’s hit the beach.” For all his brave words he moved slowly down to the edge of the ramp. His hands felt cold and clammy. His next step would put his feet in the grass.
 
   The drascos pounded down the ramp and rushed headlong by him. They wonked loudly and leaped into the air, only to crash back into the grass to roll on the ground. They jumped on each other, tumbling on the ground together. They jumped up, ran back to Stone, sniffed his face and ran back into the grass.
 
   Stone sighed and stepped into the grass. He was mildly surprised when nothing happened. The grass did not grab his feet. The ground did not open up and swallow him. The sky did not darken and throw lightening at him. The trees did not thunder down around him.
 
   At the thought of something coming out of the trees, Stone remembered what happened the last time he left the pod. The giant drasco had driven the pregnant female drasco into the pod trying to kill it. He glanced nervously around the meadow to the forest edge. He could not see anything beyond the trees. He certainly did not hear a giant drasco bellow.
 
   He looked at the two little drascos that seemed to have adopted him. They were still leaping clumsily about and wrestling with each other.
 
   “You two don’t go too far, hear?” he shouted.
 
   The drascos raced up to him, sniffed his breath and raced around to the front of the pod. Stone walked in the grass at the edge of the ramp to the side of the pod. He put one hand on the hull. It felt solid and comfortable. There was not any residual heat from their reentry, the shields had absorbed all of it. He could no longer hear the drascos. Keeping a hand on the hull he walked around to the front of the pod.
 
   Their landing had snapped a tree in half at the forest’s edge. The tree top had fallen into the meadow and was laying a few meters in front of the pod. The drascos were standing in the middle of the leaves stuffing armfuls of brush into their mouths and chewing loudly. Both of them looked at Stone. They wonked contentedly and jostled each other trying to out do the other in getting certain clumps of leaves.
 
   Stone was thirsty. He did not know if his drascos were or not. He did not even know if they drank water, liquid mercury or if they drank anything at all.
 
   “My drascos!” he snorted. “I don’t know who adopted whom. What did Commander Wright call it? They imprinted on me.” If his personal assistant still worked he would have looked up what it meant. He was sure he had a practical application of the imprint principle bounding toward him with its arms and arm flaps stuffed with leaves.
 
   One of the drascos ran straight at Stone. It reared up and dropped it’s front legs on Stone’s chest. It sniffed his breath and wonked excitedly. It dropped a load of leaves at Stone’s feet and wonked again.
 
   “I hope this stuff isn’t poisonous to the touch,” Stone said. He reached down and grabbed a handful of leaves. He sniffed them and felt them crunch between his fingers. “They have a nice smell, but not really my thing. Thanks anyway. Here, you eat them.” He took the handful and held it out to the drasco. It opened it’s mouth and Stone shoved the leaves in, hoping those teeth would not close until he got his fingers out of the way.
 
   He spent the next few minutes feeding the drascos, each in turn as they raced back and forth bringing him more leaves to feed them. They seemed to be competing with each other to see who could carry the most leaves stuffed in their arm flaps.
 
   Finally they quit feeding and rolled in the small pile of leaves at Stone’s feet. Without thinking he bent down and rubbed their bellies. Their bellies and the tops of their heads were the only smooth patches on their rough hides that did not feel like he was rubbing sandpaper. They gave little wonks and crooned.
 
   “Little pigs are what you two are. Look at these fat, little bellies. You probably ate enough to make yourselves sick.” He noticed both of his drascos had a little belly flap across their stomachs. It was the same flap their mother had used to expel them during birth. He did not notice any external genitalia, not that he would necessarily recognize drasco genitalia even if he saw it.
 
   “Crap!” he thought. “I hope that doesn’t make me a pervert just for looking. But, I really should know, shouldn’t I? Well, until Commander Wright tells me different, I think you are both little girl drascos. Sisters, right?”
 
   The drascos responded by crooning louder as he rubbed their bellies.
 
   “Well girls, there should be an external water tap around here somewhere. Ah, there.” Stone left the drascos lying contentedly and moved to a small maintenance cover. The cover popped free without any resistance. The jumble of mechanical controls was clearly marked.
 
   Stone knew they did not have much water to spare. They would not have any to waste, until they managed to find a way to haul more fluid into the recycler. He turned a spigot and caught a small dribble of water carefully in his hand and funneled it into his mouth. He was managing to get a refreshing drink without spilling anything until he was bumped aside by the drascos.
 
   They pushed at each other trying to get at the slow dribble of water. They were managing to spill more water than they caught. Stone reached between them, shutting the water down. He was serenaded with a chorus of plaintive wonks.
 
   “Okay, you two. We have to work this together. We have to share.” He tentatively grabbed one of the drasco’s hands and an elbow. Stone flexed the arm gently until he had the arm flap loosely hanging.
 
   He nudged the drasco closer to the pod’s hull and maneuvered her arm flap under the water tap. He opened the spigot and ran a few cups of water into the flap before shutting the water off again. He was expecting to help the drasco get the idea by pushing her head to the water. He was surprised when she lowered her head, twisted it around and poured the water into her open mouth. She wonked at Stone and licked her arm flap dry.
 
   The other drasco wonked and head butted Stone in the chest. She had moved up next to the water tap, but she had not been able to get her arm flaps in the right position. Stone moved her arm until the flap was in the right position. He ran the water and watched her drink the same way as her sister. They poured the water into their mouths, not lapping like a dog.
 
   Thinking out loud he said, “Huh? I wonder if they can’t suck the water up the way a human could.” He was startled when Commander Wright responded. She was standing four meters away from the drascos.
 
   “It is quite possible that they can’t ‘suck’. Many earth animals can’t because it actually involves making a vacuum in their mouth to draw up the fluid. That said, you seem to have resolved the issue very well. Your drascos seem to have taken to you and you to them.”
 
   “I don’t know how well I have taken to them,” Stone shook his head. “They are still kind of creepy looking. Did you get a better look at their mother?”
 
   “Yep. The big drasco did kill her. My guess is the big one was male. The mother was about to give birth to your little drascos. Male urges being what they generally are, I think he didn’t want her to give birth to babies that were not his.”
 
   “How do you know he was not the father?”
 
   Wright said, “Just a guess.” She pulled out her p.a. and waved it in the direction of the little drascos. “Give me just a second here…yep. That is what I thought. They are sisters, but they must have had different fathers. Strange! No, very strange!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The mother had a womb full of undeveloped drasco embryos. The embryos contained DNA from a dozen different males. There was a second smaller womb that held a few unfertilized eggs. I thought a female would mate with as many males as she could to get a viable embryo. But now I am not sure.”
 
   Stone nodded. “I am with you so far. I have heard of human women who kind of do the same thing. Why the hesitation?”
 
   Wright shrugged. “According to my scans, your newborn girls have wombs filled with dozens of fertilized, but undeveloped embryos. They seem to be born ready to give birth.”
 
   “That actually would make sense. The species would survive even if there aren’t any males around, right?”
 
   Wright nodded. “That would be good, except that all of the embryos in the mother and both of your little girls are all female. There isn’t a male embryo in the bunch.”
 
   It was Stone’s turn to shrug. “And that would be a problem why? I mean, we saw the size of the males, if that big one was male, right?”
 
   “Maybe. Yes, if males are just rare, that is one thing. But maybe they all start out as female and then at some point in life they change to male. I don’t know. We can only tell so much from looking at one dead body and a couple of quick scans.”
 
   Stone grinned, “Well, maybe we can just get off this rock fast enough that we won’t find out.” He looked down. The drascos had fallen asleep at his feet.
 
   “Can we get off this planet? And if we can, where are we going to go?” Wright asked.
 
   “I don’t know if we can get the engine running to lift off the planet. I imagine it needs a complete overhaul at a service yard somewhere. We have to re-task the pod’s computer to start doing a star chart search to see where we are and if we are close enough to get anywhere. I am not sure this little engine will survive another series of conversions to hyperjump and back to sub-light. But, we might have to give it a try if we run out of other options.” Stone said.
 
   “Not to mention that we don’t have fuel, water, or food for a long flight,” Wright added. “The air recyclers have to do a much better job than the last time. And speaking of air, the pod may not smell like farts anymore, but there are two dead drascos in there that are going to start smelling worse than rotten eggs if we don’t figure a way to get them out of there.”
 
   “Two? Oh, yeah. There is the mother and the third sister who didn’t survive. So, what do we do with them? Do you need more time to study them?” He gave a little shiver hoping he could get back inside soon. “If I remember the planetary spin and axial tilt, we should have quite a few hours of daylight left. I am doing okay so far outside.” He looked down at the sleeping drascos. “And the girls seem to like it out here.”
 
   Stone noticed the drascos looked more mottled with reddish spots than before. They were almost camouflaged to match the color of the grass. He reached down and ran a hand across their rough hide.
 
   He looked at his fingers as if the color might have rubbed off on him. “I wonder why they change color so fast. This one changes color much faster than that one.”
 
   Wright shook her head. “You need to think about naming your new pets. You can’t just call them ‘this one’ and ‘that one’. Anyway, I don’t know for sure why their epidermis changes color. I have some theories, though I will need to run some more scans on your drascos, but first I want to get rid of mom and the other sister.”
 
   “Um, I am not sure I can drag the body into the forest to get rid of it. I am doing ok here by the pod, but I don’t really want to go over by the trees, okay?”
 
   “Not to worry, Mister Stone. I don’t think the both of us together could move that carcass without a four horse harness team. I have a much more unpleasant task in mind for you.”
 
   “I don’t see how it can be more unpleasant than dragging a dead drasco into an unexplored forest.” He did not realize how wrong he could be.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
   Stone choked back a dry, heaving wretch as he gagged. He was covered from head to toe in bits and pieces of dead drasco that was drying to various degrees of mottled gray. He stretched his back and glanced out the view screen.
 
   Commander Wright was turning long strips of drasco meat over a low burning, smoky fire. She looked up to see Stone and waved back with a grin. Stone almost shuddered at the thought that this woman was actually enjoying herself. Night was beginning to close in as she slid another log from the fallen tree toward the fire. Rather than toss the log into the fire, she laid it on the ground and slid one end into the coals, leaving the other end in the grass. There were several other logs placed in the fire. She nudged several of them farther into the smoldering heat. The fire was more heat and smoke with very little open flame.
 
   Earlier, this healer of animals had gutted the mother drasco with ease, piling parts known and unknown into a heap in the middle of the cabin deck. She had set her scanner to record every piece and part. She started tentatively, being very wary of the little drascos reactions. No matter how they tried to keep the little ones out of the cabin, if Stone was in the pod so were they. They sniffed the body a few times and then sat down to watch Wright and Stone cut up the body. Eventually the two little ones fell asleep.
 
   Stone did try to help Wright with cutting up the dead mother, but he was so inexperienced he got in the way more than he helped. Not to mention the whole activity nauseated him. He had tried to act macho, but she saw through him right away. She told him her father had taken her hunting at a very young age in the Colorado Mountains. He father had insisted she learn to respect what she hunted and that meant you dressed your own kill and ate what you killed. She had bagged her first elk at twelve years old and had been a hunter ever since.
 
   After explaining to Stone what ‘bagging an elk’ meant, she described a Colorado Elk to Stone. He was amazed a twelve year old girl was able to stand up and take the three shots required to bring down a sixteen ton rampaging beast the settlers of Colorado called an elk. It took one shot to the head and one shot to each of its two hearts. She explained earth elk were only a thousand pounds of muscle, horns and bad attitude, but the Colorado Elk her father taught her to hunt was a huge carnivore that would have eaten an earth elk for breakfast and still been hungry.
 
   She told him it was her father’s love of the outdoors and hunting that fueled her desire to become a veterinarian. From him, she learned that animals provide much more for humans than just meat and humans are responsible for managing and caring for the animals around them. Hunting thinned wild animal populations, keeping their numbers in check so they did not starve or become diseased, just as proper breeding protocols were necessary for domestic herds.
 
   Her father taught her not to be wasteful of a domestic animal’s life and never kill a wild animal for sport. She grew up learning to make use of as much of an animal’s body as possible, from their skins, feathers or pelts inward.
 
   It took her a long while to skin the drasco. The survival knives barely cut the tough hide, but she managed to keep the hide in one piece. She cut the meat from the bones, tossing each bone into the pile of offal. She laughed and talked the whole time she cut away until there was not much left but what looked like three or four hundred pounds of meat.
 
   She shook her head in sorrow at the pile of meat. She separated a smaller pile of about a hundred pounds. It was the small pile she took outside to smoke over the fire. She lamented loud and long that they did not have any refrigeration available to save the rest of the meat.
 
   She and Stone each ate a large drasco steak and she was making something called ‘jerky’ out of the rest. Stone hoped it tasted better than it sounded.
 
   Wright ordered Stone to dispose of the rest of the meat and the pile of graying, greasy goo in the middle of the cabin deck. Neither of them knew much about the scavengers on this planet, but neither of them wanted to leave a pile of drasco guts in the middle of their living room to find out. She told Stone to make the pile disappear before sunset.
 
   Stone, using the drasco hide, filled it with various disgusting bits and dragged it into the bridge cabin. His little drascos jumped up and made of game out of helping him drag the skin across the deck. Although they were practically newborn babies, he was surprised at how strong they really were. His main challenge was to get them to pull together in the right direction.
 
   Once in the bridge cabin he began dumping the offal into the engine room. He had wanted to devise a chute to pour the mess directly into the fuel tanks, but there was nothing on board to use. He ended up just letting it pile up on the deck, then he jumped down into the engine room and scooped the parts into the tank by hand.
 
   That is how he came to be covered in bits and pieces of dead animal parts. His little drascos wonked like it was the funniest thing they had ever seen when they pushed a pile of unidentified guts from the bridge through the open hatch to the engine room and onto his head.
 
   He filled the tank twice. Each time he set the engine to back-flush the tank, sending any liquids and gasses through to the recycler. He set the engine parameters to leave any hard material behind. He was glad drascos were not tough enough to require cooking them in the oven and sending slurry down the pipe, like they had done earlier with the metal. But, there were some parts of the drasco the engine was not generating a high enough heat to melt down. Each time he opened the fuel tank lid he could see bits of teeth, hide and bones. The engine pulled any water and oxygen away from those bits, leaving a dry, dusty pile of pieces behind.
 
   He initially worried about the engine sending waves of carbon dioxide into the air. They still had the rear hatch open, but being in the engine room without any real ventilation except the bridge hatch, might have been a problem. He decided he would quit and get some fresh air if he began to feel light headed or dizzy. However, other than being queasy due to the task at hand, he felt fine.
 
   His little drascos watched him work and seemed to be fascinated with the engine. Whenever it was running, they lay on the bridge deck with their heads hanging through the hatch to the engine room. Stone was not sure what they were watching. The engine did not have any flashing lights and it did not make any noise. The only moving parts were the spinning discs of the artificial gravity generator and they were encased and completely out of sight. The girls were happy, so he let them lay there and watch. They had both become the deep green that seemed to indicate they were happy. He was not sure, but there might be a correlation between their moods and their color changes.
 
   He finally topped off the last pile of drasco with the stillborn drasco body. He slammed the lid and climbed back into the bridge cabin to see Commander Wright wave and grin at him from her place by the fire. If she had been anywhere other than outside of the pod, he would have been jealous. As it was, even covered in dried grey goo, having climbed up and down the ladder between the engine room and the bridge more times than he could count, stumbling over his little drascos each time they got in the way, he was sure he had gotten the better part of their work load. His task was inside.
 
   Stone flicked on the pod’s external communications. “Commander, looks like you only have a half an hour or so before sunset. I think we should make sure we are closed up before nightfall.”
 
   Wright nodded. The pod picked up her response. “I agree, Mister Stone. These pieces have not cooked as long as I would like, but they have cooked enough not to spoil by morning and I can start again tomorrow. I need you to come out and help me haul this back inside. Are you okay with that?”
 
   “Yes, sir. I think as long as I am not too far from the pod I will be okay. I am going to bring Jay and Peebee with me when I come out. Maybe they are hungry again. They did like those tree leaves.”
 
   “Jay and Peebee? So you did name them. Well, come on, you’re burning daylight.”
 
   Stone sighed. He started for the rear hatch, calling for the drascos to follow. They rushed past him and disappeared around the side of the pod before he was halfway across the cabin. He hesitated briefly at the top of the ramp, gave a small shiver and walked around to the front of the pod, keeping his hand on the side of the pod the whole way.
 
   “You are going to have to let go of your blankey if are going to help me carry this jerky back into the pod,” Wright said with a grin. Stone took a step toward her. A roar and a screech filled the air of the meadow. He leapt to the pod, putting his back against the metal.
 
   “Easy, Mister Stone. It is just noise,” Wright laughed.
 
   Stone shook his head. “It is noise, but it comes from something. I know you think it is funny, but I would rather be cautious than some creature’s supper.”
 
   “I am sorry I laughed at you Mister Stone. That was unbecoming of me. It really was just the call of some night bird calling for a mate, marking its territory, making noise to welcome the coming night, or just to scare off predators.”
 
   “Well, I am not a predator, but it scared me.” He jumped at the sound of another screech.
 
   Wright said, “Ha! There he is.” She pointed at the top of the tree they had sheared off. “See that tiny red spec?”
 
   Stone squinted. “You mean that little handful of bright red feathers? Is that what made all that noise?”
 
   Wright looked carefully at the bird. “That is him, although I think those are probably more like hollow air tubes than feathers. He does have a big set of lungs on him, but I doubt if he is really dangerous.”
 
   “Maybe he isn’t, but we know darned good and well there are things out here that are dangerous,” Stone said.
 
   “Point well taken, Mister Stone. And with night coming on we need to get back inside and get closed up. Daylight on an unexplored planet is one thing, but night out here might be an entirely different set of challenges.”
 
   “Jay and Peebee seem to be content grazing in the tree leaves, so, I guess we can leave them here for a while.”
 
   “Strange names for drascos, don’t you think?” she asked.
 
   Stone shrugged. “How would I know? For all I can figure that is what their momma would have called them.”
 
   “Sounds logical to me. How do you tell one from the other?”
 
   He looked at the drascos as they shoved leaves into each others mouths. “Well, like the farmer said about his matched set of horses. The white one is an inch taller than the black one. Jay is the one that is mostly mottled reddish color. Peebee is more mixed green and brown. They are good little drascos as drascos go, but they seem to be better as a team. Like now, they are feeding each other. They seem to compliment each other, each making the other better, right?”
 
   “I see that. They do seem to work together well.”
 
   Stone smiled. “So, I named them after two things that go well together.”
 
   Wright looked thoughtful for a minute and then she slapped herself on the forehead. “I got it.”
 
   Stone laughed, “That’s okay. You are probably suffering from oxygen deprivation. First in the pod and now having to stand over a smoky fire all afternoon. You do know that you smell like smoke?”
 
   “Wonderful smell, isn’t it?”
 
   “Nope. I grew up on spaceships, remember? Smoke is an indication of fire and that is a bad thing on a spacecraft. Still, I imagine you smell better than I do.” He brushed his hands futilely at the dried, drasco goo covering him from head to toe.
 
   Wright leaned in and sniffed. “Humm. Kind of musky, as if you’ve just worked up a fresh sweat. Drasco guts must be different than earth critters.”
 
   Stone gestured at Jay and Peebee. “I don’t know how those leaves would affect earth creatures, but they seem to really like them. I guess we had better haul this stuff in; I don’t think they are interested in eating the jerky.” To himself he added, “I am not sure I am interested in eating it either.” He grabbed a double armful of smoked meat and hurried back to the pod. He deposited the jerky in the bridge and hustled back outside for more.
 
   He passed Wright on her way in. “I put it on the bridge. It is just a bit cleaner there. Someone made a mess of the cabin.”
 
   Stone came around to the front of the pod. At first he thought Jay and Peebee were playing in the fire. He ran to stop them, but realized they were licking at the ends of the logs sticking out of the fire. He squeezed between them. An amber colored slime was oozing out of the logs. He reached down, sliding a finger through the substance.
 
   He sniffed it. There was not any smell he could detect, but he did not want to taste it without an analyzer. He tried to wipe his finger off on Peebee’s hide, but either the hide was too rough or the goop was too sticky. He ended up letting Peebee lick his finger clean.
 
   He poked at the other logs and unused cut firewood. The tree sap was forced out by the heat. It seemed to be like candy to drascos.
 
   He mused, “Maybe that is why they like the leaves from this tree more than grass or other tree leaves.
 
   “Daydreaming, Mister Stone?” Wright startled him when she spoke.
 
   “No, sir. This particular tree seems to be of special interest to Jay and Peebee. Not just for the leaves, but they are very fond of the sap.”
 
   “ I suggest you cut up a few armfuls of brush and haul it inside for Jay and Peebee just in case they get hungry in the middle of the night. Babies of all species have a bad habit of getting hungry at very odd hours.” She grabbed a long stick and spread the logs apart. She scattered the coals a bit. The fire died quickly. “That will have to do. If we had a bucket we could douse the fire, but we melted just about everything in the pod. Get a move on, Mister Stone. Night is coming fast and while I am not afraid of the dark, I am apprehensive about things that live in the dark.”
 
   As if in answer some creature bellowed. Farther off another creature answered. Suddenly the air was awash with roars, grunts and growls.
 
   Stone ran to the pod, slapped open the maintenance access panel, and palmed on a switch. The pod’s exterior lights lit up the meadow like the noonday sun. Shadows melted back into the forest.
 
   Wright had the rest of the jerky and was sprinting to the pod’s hatch. Jay and Peebee gave quiet little wonks and sat staring at the cooling fire logs. Without heat, the sap had stopped flowing. Stone ignored the drascos. He leapt into the middle of the tree foliage.
 
   “Crap!” he shouted and jumped back out. He looked down at his legs. Small pinpricks of blood were seeping through his pants legs. The tree was barbed with needlelike thorns. It was no wonder drascos had such tough hides. They would starve to death if they did not.
 
   He stepped more cautiously up to the tree. Taking his survival knife, he hacked at a branch. The knife’s composite edge slid cleanly through the branch. He gingerly grabbed the branch and pulled it away from the rest of the tree. He hacked away at two or three large clumps of leaves, putting the branches behind him in a pile. 
 
   He glanced at his drascos still sitting by the dying fire. They wonked at him. He tried to wonk back and waved at them. Peebee wonked excitedly and managed to wave an arm back, the flap fluttering in the air. Jay alternately looked at the fire logs and at Stone.
 
   Stone grabbed a branch, carefully avoiding the thorns, and he started dragging it toward the pod. Peebee leapt up and bounced up to him. She grabbed the branch from him and dragged it the opposite direction.
 
   Stone shook his head. He grabbed another couple of cut branches and dragged them to the pod. Before he was halfway, Peebee raced past him, waving her branch in the air like a victory flag. Jay followed at a more sedate trot, dragging a branch behind her. She looked at Stone on the way past, as if to say, “I would rather be by the fire than working.” Jay trailed Peebee as they came back from the pod and raced past him back to the tree.
 
   Stone had just deposited a pair of tree branches in a corner of the cabin on top of Jay and Peebee’s branches when the two drascos dropped another four handfuls of branches. The drascos jumped into the middle of the branches disregarding any thorns, dropped into a heap and promptly fell asleep.
 
   Wright looked at him from the bridge hatch. “They make me nervous, but I believe it will be okay to be in here with them. You just don’t leave me in a room alone with them.”
 
   “Yes, sir. Okay to seal up the pod?”
 
   “Okay by me, Mister Stone. Let’s get shut up for the night.”
 
   Stone breathed a sigh of relief when the hatch finally pulled up snug against the bulkhead. He realized he had been outside more today then any other day in his life. And the biggest surprise was he was still alive to tell the tale. He knew he had to work on his fear of being outside of his metal boxes. Still, the thought of what might be out there gave him the willies.
 
   “You go stand over there by Jay and Peebee and face them,” Wright said.
 
   “Sir?”
 
   Wright’s voice was a tight short command. “You just do what I said, boy. Keep your back to me. You stand at parade rest or at ease or whatever it is you military types call standing still.”
 
   “Aye, aye, sir.”
 
   Stone heard Wright muttering behind him. He was unable to understand anything she was saying. He began to wonder if she was suffering from smoke inhalation or if there had been something in the air after all. He wanted to check on her but his orders were to stand and that was what he would do. Maybe she had picked up a virus or some disease. If so, it would only be a matter of time before the infection spread to him.
 
   After a time, Stone heard the toilet flushing and water running in the sink.
 
   Wright muttered as she walked past him into the bridge. “No dry towels in this crummy motel.” She was wringing water from her hair. Her utility uniform was damp in splotches.
 
   “Crap!” Stone said. “Commander, you have got to work on your communications skills. I thought you were ill or going off your nut.”
 
   “What? No, you silly boy. I just needed to use the facilities and wash up. I didn’t want you watching. Plus, I needed you in the cabin between me and those two little monsters of yours that you’re keeping as pets. Now that I am clean and fresh, I will wait on the bridge while you try to wash up as best you can. I noticed the water level in the holding tanks was higher than I remembered, so we have enough to spare, so go get cleaned up.”
 
   Stone nodded, “Yes, sir. Momma drasco yielded us quite a bonus in H2O.”
 
   “Excuse me?” Wright started.
 
   “Yes, sir. What do you think I did with the rest of momma drasco? I recycled her. She was about seventy to eighty percent water. We still need to…” his voice trailed off. “What?”
 
   Wright was glaring at him. “You mean I just took a sponge bath in recycled animal parts?”
 
   Stone nodded, “Of course, what did you think I was going to do with the body?”
 
   “You could have hauled it off to the forest.”
 
   “Ha! You forget who you are talking to…um…sir. There are monsters in that forest and I wasn’t about to carry their lunch to them. Besides we needed water. It is as clean as when we recycle our own waste.”
 
   Wright continued to glare, “I know that, just don’t remind me, okay?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Oh, before you get cleaned up, come on to the bridge. I want you to show me how to shut off those exterior lights. With them off I should be able to get an idea of some of the nocturnal fauna in this area.”
 
   Stone flicked off the lights. He also shut the external communications down. His drascos were asleep and he did not want any loud creature noises waking them up.
 
   “Thanks, Mister Stone. Now as soon as my eyes adjust I may be able to see what type of critters will wander into our open meadow.”
 
   Stone reached up to the light control. He tapped a small slide control knob. “Commander, this should help. We can adjust the view screen to night vision, thermal, infrared, radiation or a bunch of other settings.” He set the view screen to night vision and sat back in his command chair. “I don’t see anything.”
 
   Wright tried to prop her p.a. on the console so it could record the night scene outside.
 
   Stone took it and slipped open a panel. He snapped her p.a. into a port. A little red light came on and the p.a. broadcast a small sign in the air above it that said ‘recording’.
 
   “Oh.” Wright said. “I didn’t know that was there…”
 
   Stone smiled. “You have spent your spare time in this pod reading novels about teenage wizards and vampires. All I have had to read is the manual on pod operations. It really is quite-”
 
   Wright whistled tunelessly and pointed out the view screen. “That is big.” The creature ambled past the pod. It picked up the remains of the fallen tree and shoved it into its mouth. It did not appear to chew; it just swallowed the tree: leaves, trunk, bark, thorns and all.
 
   Stone reached over and toggled on the pod’s shields. “I don’t know how tough that thing is, but it is big enough to squash us and that male drasco without flinching. It must be three times the size of this pod.”
 
   The huge beast shuffled a few meters and stopped. A mass of half-dissolved leaves and shredded wood, mixed with muddy-looking goo dropped from a flap on the creature’s belly.
 
   Stone stifled a giggle. “It just took a dump in our front yard. How rude!”
 
   Dozens of creatures raced from the forest and jumped into the pile of dung before the creature moved out of sight. They were about half the size of his drascos, but did not look anything at all like a drasco. They pushed and shoved each other, each grabbing for as much of the half-digested dung as they could carry in their pincers. They rolled it into balls almost as big as their bodies and moved off in a rapid crab-like sideways run. Not all of them made it to the forest edge.
 
   Larger creatures jumped on them. It took two of the larger creatures to overturn the smaller ones. The small ones were doomed once they were on their backs. They would drop their bounty of dung and wave their pincers, but the larger creatures easily dodged in and out, quickly dispatching the smaller ones, by pairing up to flip them over, bite their stomachs and drag them off into the forest.
 
   Others of the smaller variety, raced from the forest edge, grabbed the dropped dung balls and raced back for the forest. Some made it and some did not.
 
   Stone looked back at the original dung pile. Creatures, even smaller still, were making smaller dung balls. They burrowed deep into the meadow floor instead of racing toward the forest. Night birds swooped into the dung ball feast and snatched up tiny, and sometimes not so tiny creatures, carrying them off into the night sky.
 
   Suddenly all of the creatures were gone. A pack of somethings slinked across the meadow. There were six of the somethings, but even with night vision Stone could not see any distinctive features. They seemed to blend into the dark. They did not stop at the pile of dung, but moved in the same direction as the large beast. Stone reached up to turn on the external lights.
 
   “No. Leave them be,” Wright said.
 
   “I just wanted to see what they looked like in the light.”
 
   “I understand the curiosity,” Wright said. “I would like to see them too, but they are on the hunt. I think they are hunting the house-sized dung beast. I would rather anything hunting something as big as the dung beast just keep going. I don’t want to attract their attention.”
 
   “Yes, sir. But, they couldn’t get at us. The shields are on and will hold.”
 
   “I don’t doubt the shields will hold. But, how much patience do you think they have? They may be fixed on a hunt and would wait for days for us to come out.”
 
   Stone grinned, “That is okay by me. I have seen what lives out there in the forest. I am not planning on going outside anyway.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
   Stone grunted under the weight of bamboo buckets. He balanced them on the ends of a pole braced across his shoulders. Jay and Peebee raced past him, causing him to slosh water over his tattered utility uniform. The fabric should have lasted for years without tearing or fading. But the designers had not tested the material against the thorns, spikes, prickles and barbs growing on almost every plant, shrub or tree on this planet. Even the tough hide of his drascos acted like an abrasive sandpaper whenever they rubbed up against him.
 
   The drascos ran ahead of him, each carrying four buckets of water from the stream. Neither of the drascos would get to the pod with full buckets even though they only had a few meters to go. They were only a month old and still spent more time pushing each other and Stone than they did worrying about not spilling the water.
 
   Wright had been nervous the first night with the drascos locked in the pod with them. She insisted the drascos sleep in the main cabin. She and Stone tried to sleep in their command chairs on the bridge with the hatch sealed. However, even the thick bulkhead did not block the sound of the drascos whining and clawing at the hatch trying to get to Stone. Finally, he had given up sleeping and gone into the main cabin with the drascos.
 
   The next morning Wright found him asleep on the deck, tangled with the two drascos. Although they were no longer little, both beasts managed to rest their heads on Stone’s chest. They had not grown to the size of their birth mother yet, but the drascos were getting to monster size in their own right, easily topping the scales at over 160 kilograms.
 
   Jay and Peebee looked at her that first morning when she opened the hatch, but they did not move until she stepped toward Stone to wake him for the day. Jay jumped up, reared up and hissed at her. Peebee stood protectively over Stone, tapping the deck with her tail spike. Wright froze, afraid to move forward or back.
 
   The action awakened Stone. Both drascos settled down as soon as he spoke to them. He was sure they did not understand the words he used, but they seemed to understand the tone. Stone patted Wright on the shoulder and told Jay and Peebee that she was a friend. They practically ignored her since that day.
 
   The drascos enjoyed any activity Stone was doing. Most of the time they were more underfoot than a help, but he was more than happy to have them along. Especially on any activity that involved being outside. He still would not walk out of sight of the pod, but the drascos were very protective of him. He was sure they would not be much of a help against many of the creatures they had seen in their short time on this planet. But most of the really dangerous creatures, like the night stalkers, only came out after dark. Everything else stayed out of his way.
 
   He and Commander Wright moved the pod a couple of times since their landing. Fuel was easy to get. The engine could convert almost any mass to energy. Trees, grass, rocks and dirt were plentiful. Their first move had been to a series of cliffs a few hundred kilometers from touchdown. They had been using the pod to map the local terrain when the scanners had picked up an outcropping of metallic ore.
 
   Commander Wright decided they should try to get back to known space. Stone explained how dangerous it might be to even try. Just because the little engine in the pod had been converted to hyperspace jump capable and back did not mean they could pull the trick off again; mostly because it should not have worked the first time. They needed a large quantity of heavy metal enriched fuel to try another hyper-jump. Grass clippings, which were fine for short atmospheric jaunts, would not generate the power levels the engine required to manufacture an overload. They also needed to find a sealant to replace the blown gaskets. And most of all, they needed to find a way to fix the CO2 buildup problem. They agreed they needed to work towards the goal of getting home. If they could solve those problems, they would make the attempt, whether they survived or not.
 
   Stone realized he wanted to get back, not just because he missed his family, not just because he needed bigger metal boxes to live in than this pod, not just because he needed a working shower, not just because he missed Allie, not just because someone was stealing from the Emperor, but someone had tried to kill him. He knew for the first time in his life he was very, very angry at someone. He did not know who had tried to kill him, but he would find out and he would make them pay or die trying.
 
   They settled the pod next to the metallic ore outcropping on the cliff. They expected it to take months to extract enough ore to smelt the metal enriched fuel the pod would need to reach planetary escape velocity and travel to the nearest null gravity point. It would take much longer to extract enough ore for two hyperspace jumps and extended sub-light space travel. They were surprised that once the drascos saw what Stone was doing they jumped in and dug rocks as if it was a life’s passion. The talons on their hands cracked through rock like jackhammers. Chips and splinters flew every which way. They were even capable of carrying many times more weight in ore to the pod than either of the humans.
 
   Early on, Stone discovered a bamboo-like tree. Each branch, limb or trunk was segmented when cut. It provided them with scoops, shovels, buckets, barrels and even the molding form for making raw metal ingots for storage. The ingots would become extra fuel reserves when tossed into the fuel tank or fed through their oven slurry system. The pod could easily calculate the fuel for sub-light travel, but it did not have any reference for figuring out how much fuel might be used in a hyperspace jump. Stone wanted as much extra fuel as he could convince Wright to pack aboard the small pod.
 
   Jay and Peebee bounced with excitement every sunrise, anxious to begin digging. As long as Stone was outside, they would dig all day, stopping only to eat, drink or poop. Feeding the drascos was easy. Stone just had to walk to a tree or a bush and point. The two drascos would leap on it and strip any leaves, stuffing it into each other’s mouths until Stone was not sure how they could stuff more.
 
   He found getting to their eating favorite tree was a bit more difficult than just pointing at it. It was the same type of tree the pod had broken on initial touchdown. Each tree was surrounded by a ring of brush with such thick tough thorns even the drascos could not get through it to reach the tree. Drascos skin was hard and rough and it was getting more abrasive and thicker as they got older. Stone’s survival knife cut through the ring easily enough, but his uniform suffered at every encounter, as did any exposed skin.
 
   He was scratched, scraped and punctured in more places than he could count. As a result, Jay and Peebee only got to get at their favorite tree on special occasions, like any day the sun came up in the east. Wright said he was spoiling them, but he found it hard not to give into to them when they looked at him with those big eyes and wonked so plaintively.
 
   Since Stone was outside mining with the drascos all day, it had fallen to Wright to smelt the ore into fuel. They had re-rigged the slurry pipe into the engine and Wright fed the ore into the oven, cranking it so high she spent most of the day outside on the ramp to avoid the residual heat. She only ventured back inside to feed the oven and check the fuel settings.
 
   Stone reset the fuel mixture requirements so the engine would discard all material but the heaviest metals. They had to keep the engine running to keep the mixture liquid so it would feed through the fuel lines while they were smelting. The heat from the oven made the pod almost unbearable for the two humans. The drascos did not seem to notice the heat.
 
   After seeing the creatures that had come out on the first night, even Wright was convinced to seal the hatch by sundown. She did not know if a roaring fire would deter the night stalkers, but she did not want to sleep outside by a fire to find out. They shut the engine down at night because they were both very concerned about the engine emissions. But neither of them had felt any ill effects from the engine running all day. The internal sensors read the engine was pumping out CO2 faster than the life support air handler could clean it, but the CO2 was disappearing as fast as it was released.
 
   At first Stone thought it was because they only ran the engine when the large back hatch was open and the ramp was down. Wright discovered where the CO2 went on their fourth day. She was sitting on the ramp, reviewing data on her p.a. and she called Stone over to show him a video of her cutting into a lump of green flesh that was filled with hollow tubes. She explained that it was a piece of lung from the momma drasco.
 
   After verifying the flora in the surrounding area, she determined the reddish plants took in oxygen and gave off carbon dioxide, which was backwards from most other planets visited by humans. The greenish plants were closer to earth standard, taking in carbon dioxide and giving off oxygen. The flora had developed a symbiotic relationship with each other. The drascos favorite tree was red and it’s thorny protector bush was green. Each plant breathed out what the other plant breathed in. The bush was positioned in a ring at the tree’s drip-line to catch the rainfall run off. Wright admitted she was not a botanist so she was not sure, but she thought there might be other tradeoffs below ground like a nitrogen exchange.
 
   Wright was a veterinarian. What she was sure of was that the drascos were able to breathe in CO2 and breathe out oxygen. They were cleaning the engine emissions at night. She was sure their lungs could process almost any gaseous air, but their lungs were developed to handle CO2. They even changed color becoming greener when they breathed in CO2.
 
   Wright admitted she was not sure about normal drasco growth rates, but Jay and Peebee were growing faster than anything she could compare from the data on her p.a. She was sure the two were getting a higher concentration of CO2 than they might ordinarily have gotten. And she was equally sure that with Stone giving them a high concentration of red leaves, they were getting super-nutrition charged meals.
 
   Stone discovered an engine sealant while pampering Jay and Peebee. He hacked off a few limbs and built a fire from a particularly thorny tree. Wright had showed him how to lay the cut branches to keep the fire going, but still leave one end of each fire log free. The golden ooze was like candy to Jay and Peebee. He got some on his hands, had not wiped it off right away, and it became sticky as it dried.
 
   He worked to boil some down over his little fire. He wanted to use the oven, but neither of them wanted to slow the smelting process. He experimented and determined he could smear the ooze on the engine when it reached a paste-like consistency. It dried hard especially on the hot engine, sealing the gaskets and joints tight. Stone only sealed the engine intake and operational functions, leaving the exhaust area alone, allowing the CO2 to bleed into the cabin. The drascos could keep the air clear. He would be able to seal up the exhaust at the last minute when they left the planet and the drascos behind. Life support would be able to keep up with the exhaust if it was not allowed to leak into the cabin before getting into the air handler.
 
   He realized the drascos liked the paste more than they liked the golden ooze from the tree. They would eat it until it made them sick if he let them. Wright said nutritionally it was a drasco equivalent of the human’s standard survival nutrition bars except it tasted good to a drasco. Fighting to keep the drascos away from the fire, he boiled down a small pile of ooze and dried it into small bricks. He would melt it to liquid and re-apply it to the engine as needed during their trip.
 
   It took three and a half weeks to fill the fuel tanks with the richest material they could find. They had a large stack of fuel ingots stacked in what used to be the shower stall. They had also boiled down enough ooze to coat the engine and engine room bulkheads twice over. Then, they moved the pod next to a small mountain stream. For those three and a half weeks they had been drinking, cooking with, and taking sponge baths in liquid of mostly recycled human waste and dead momma drasco squeezings.
 
   Wright insisted they purge and completely flush the water holding tanks. She also insisted Stone take a bath. Neither knew who smelled worse. He had been working outside making little rocks out of big ones and wringing ooze from tree limbs over a smoky fire. Wright had been pushing the little oven to its highest heat capacity; turning the pod into a metal sweatbox during the day.
 
   Stone was unsure about jumping naked into a stream without knowing what swam in the mountain water. His drascos did not hesitate in the least. They splashed with abandon spraying water on each other and on Stone. Jay seemed to be a natural swimmer. Peebee dogpaddled about but was more content to splash through the shallows and do cannonballs from the banks.
 
   Wright pointed out a few ripples in the water not caused by Jay and Peebee. The ripples moved away from the drascos and quickly disappeared. She apologized to Stone but she was not going into the stream without the drascos around. The drascos would not stay around without Stone. Therefore, Stone had to stay around while she took a bath.
 
   Stone found himself sitting in water next to Commander Wright attempting to clean his only uniform and underwear by scrubbing them on the rocks around him. He tried to pretend sitting naked next to a naked woman was an everyday occurrence but he failed. He tried to keep his eyes averted but he failed.
 
   Wright laughed. She said she would be okay if he looked. She said she knew she was not much to look at; she was no beauty queen. She also knew enough about teenage boys to know he could not help but look, but he had to keep his hands to himself.
 
   Stone stuttered and sputtered trying to say he thought she was beautiful and well worth looking at. He tried to say that if he did not miss Allie so much he would make a pass at her, but he failed miserably, suddenly becoming tongue tied. He was saved when Peebee cannonballed right in front of them.
 
   Now he found himself hauling bucket of water after bucket of water. They parked the pod almost in the stream but there was no way to suck up water directly into the tanks. The inflow connections were all designed to hook up to pipes and hoses in a pod maintenance bay. Each connection on the pod had a universal female intake coupler. However a universal female intake coupler did not mean anything without a universal male feeder coupler.
 
   They emptied the holding tanks into the stream, waiting until the natural flow of the stream cleared away any stale liquid. They hauled water by hand and poured it into the sink, allowing the water to run through the recycler, cleaning it before it went into the holding tanks. They let the first dozen buckets run through the system and flush out into the stream before they closed the petcocks and filled the tanks.
 
   Just when he thought they were done, Commander Wright insisted they haul bucket after bucket to sluice down the deck. The goo from the momma drasco had long since dried into a fine powder that settled into every corner. The air in the pod was clear and clean, but you could not say the same about the decks. Wright cut some brush and used it as a broom, mop and scrub brush.
 
   Stone was ready to quit cleaning two or three times. He was sure it was as clean as it was going to get. Each time Wright sent him back for more water.
 
   He set his buckets down at the top of the ramp and sighed. It was comforting to have a roof over his head again. The pod was a very small metal box, but it had an inside.
 
   “Commander?” he asked. “We have another ten buckets full, sort of. It looks like the girls spilled as much as they usually do. Are you ready for another rinse?”
 
   “Almost, Stone. I think this will do it. I know this is a pain for you but my mother is a cleaning wizard. I picked up the habit from her. I know you may think this a strange thing for a farm veterinarian since we are almost always up to our knees in dirt, but being clean also helps keep us healthy. We are going to be in this pod for the Emperor knows how long. At least we can start off clean. Okay, rinse it down, Mister Stone.” She tossed the brush brooms to Jay and Peebee, who practically swallowed them whole.
 
   “We should be able to keep this pretty clean. We may have to spend a week or two in here, but there is just us,” Stone said,
 
   Wright snorted. “Ha! You may have house trained Jay and Peebee but you haven’t taught them to use the toilet, not that they could fit in the bathroom.”
 
   “What? I am not going to have to clean up their messes.”
 
   “Why not? I am sure not cleaning up after your pets,” Wright replied.
 
   “We’re not taking them with us.”
 
   “Really?” Wright said. “If we don’t then you might as well just cut their throats before we go. I guess we could cook them down. We have gathered plenty of the vegetables and fruits, still we could use some more jerky for protein to get us through this trip.”
 
   “Cut their throats? Eat them? Are you nuts? Sorry, Commander, but what are you talking about? I was just going to set them free. Why would I want to kill them?”
 
   Wright shook her head. “I am sorry, Mister Stone. These are not wild creatures. They are house pets. That is all they have ever been from the day they were born. They are smart, probably smarter than most earth creatures. If my brain scans are correct, they are on the borderline for being too smart to classify as pets at all. As smart as they are, unless they are taught how, they are not smart enough to survive on a hostile planet. You and I don’t know enough about this planet to teach them how to survive. You have practically hand fed them for their whole lives. If we don’t take them, they will die.”
 
   “I didn’t think about that.”
 
   Wright grinned, “That is why I am a commander and you are a lowly midshipman. We take the girls with us. I actually thought that was why you made so many of the ooze bars for them.”
 
   Stone shook his head. “No. I did that so I could reseal the engine if we need to.”
 
   “Well, we won’t need to worry about completely tight seals with drascos on board. They are better filters than the life support system. You are going to have to bring in a lot of brush for them to snack on. There isn’t any way we can bring enough to feed them on leaves alone, but you can supplement them with ooze bars.”
 
   “Wait. Won’t they starve when we get back to human space? I don’t know of any place that has plants like this place.”
 
   “No. That is not a problem. Just like their lungs can breathe just about anything, these girls have digestive systems that can break down just about anything. Any competent engineer can reprogram a recycler to generate ooze bars out of a lot of different earth based materials. It is pretty close to a compound similar to jellied goat feed infused with carbon dioxide.”
 
   “Okay,” Stone said. “I don’t want them to die, but midshipmen aren’t supposed to have large pets. And these two are large and getting larger.”
 
   Wright laughed. “Yeah, if either one of them converts to a male drasco he will get a lot bigger. The rules say you get pets if you want them. We will just have to deal with the size issue when it comes up. Besides Midshipman Stone, you are dead. What do you care what the rules say?”
 
   “Strange,” he grinned at what had become a standard joke for them. “I don’t feel fully dead, just sort of dead.”
 
   Wright laughed. “At least you don’t smell dead anymore. Still, I can’t wait to see the navy’s collective face when we show up. We have probably been dead for, what, four weeks?”
 
   Stone counted on his fingers. “Yes, sir. We jumped out of hyperspace at the exact time as the Periodontitis. Our disappearance was reported to the next navy base in communications range. That sounds about right, give or take a few days.”
 
   Wright’s smile disappeared. “We joke about it, but on a more sober note, our families have been told of our deaths by now.”
 
   “There isn’t anything we can do about that until we get back to communications range somewhere in human space,” Stone said with a shrug.
 
   “That is true, but I still don’t like the idea of causing needless pain to my family. Then again, Mom always thought going off to space meant I would never get home again anyway.”
 
   “I wonder whether we died from an accident or if our deaths were marked down as an unsolved mystery,” Stone mused for the hundredth time.
 
   “Now you’re just stalling for time. You have plenty of daylight left. Go feed Jay and Peebee, and then we can both cut leaves until we stuff this place full. If we work at it we can lift off before sundown.”
 
   “Aye, aye, sir.” Stone spun about and gave a small shudder at the top of the ramp. He still did not like going outside. He had already been outside most of the day and was truly tired of all the open sky. He was happier at their earlier dig site. It had a cliff bulkhead along one side and it was a long way to the tree line. Here along the stream, the pod’s roof almost brushed tree limbs. It was hard to see more than twenty or thirty meters through the forest.
 
   The drascos bounded down the ramp. They were good watchdogs…watchmen…watch-creatures, but Stone hesitated. It always took a few seconds to steel his resolve to leave the pod. He would have hesitated longer, however Wright strode down the ramp with a sigh. She glanced up at the sky, spreading her arms and breathing deeply as if soaking up the outside, storing it for later use. Stone stepped two steps back into the pod, imitating her, trying to soak up the feeling of being inside and followed the Commander down the ramp. It did not help to soak up the inside feeling.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
   Stone winced as he tapped a hand against the controls. They had managed to fill the aft cabin of the pod, but at a painful cost. He was sure he found a new type of thorn with a hinged barb. It slid in easily and the barb grabbed at the flesh when he tried to pull it out.
 
   Wright winced in sympathy. “Does it hurt that bad? I think we got all of the thorns out.”
 
   “I guess I will just have to man up,” Stone shrugged. He slid the engine throttle forward, slowly feeding energy into the charging system. “There isn’t much we can do about it. I tried to smear some of the golden ooze on my hands and forearms and let it dry. It looked like it might work like a liquid bandage. It took the sting out, but Jay and Peebee held me down and licked me clean before it completely dried.” He tapped the throttles forward, sending a trickle of power from the charging system to the blast rings. From the outside, the pod appeared to rock back and forth. Inside there was not any movement.
 
   “It took the sting out? Humm…We will have to remember that.” She spoke into her p.a. “Run an analgesic analysis on the golden ooze.”
 
   Stone looked through the view screen and saw the trees wobble back and forth in the last rays of the sun. “Commander, we have visual confirmation that the inertial dampeners are operational.” He pointed at the trees wobbling and then used a finger to flick a switch moving the inertial dampeners to full force.
 
   “That makes me queasy watching those trees moving about while we sit as still as if we were parked on solid rock.” Wright refused to look.
 
   Stone grinned and stopped the wobble. “Sorry, Commander, according to the manuals I read in midshipman’s school, it is not protocol to get a visual on inertial dampeners before take off, but Grandpa always says it is better to see a little wobble now than feel that boost of inertia when you jump to a hundred gravities or so.”
 
   “I am good with the caution, Mister Stone. I trust that you have looked. How do we get a visual reading on shields and artificial gravity?”
 
   Stone shook his head, “Shields? Well…I guess you could go outside and throw a rock to see if it bounces off or hits us.”
 
   Wright looked shocked. “You’re kidding, right?”
 
   Stone grinned. “Sorry Commander, I don’t really know how to manually check artificial gravity and shields.”
 
   “You don’t know, Mister Stone?”
 
   “No, sir. I realize that I come across as an amazing genius, but there are some minor gaps in my education. That is why Grandpa sent me to the navy and why the navy made me a midshipman instead of an ensign or-”
 
   “Or the admiral that you so richly deserve,” Wright interrupted with a laugh.
 
   “Admiral? That is not likely to ever happen, but maybe full commander. They seem to give that rank out to just about anyone.”
 
   “Oooo, them’s fightin’ words, Mister Stone. I might be offended if we weren’t about to take off for space in a pod that is probably going to kill us.”
 
   “Yes, sir. I presume we are ready? On your order, Commander Wright.”
 
   “Okay, Mister Stone. What is the appropriate command? ‘Engage’, ‘Make it so’, ‘Full speed ahead’, what?”
 
   Stone laughed. “Grandpa always says ‘head ‘em up and move ‘em out’. I prefer Captain Allnut of the Space Rangers who says ‘up, up and away’.”
 
   “I think he stole that from someone else, but let’s just say it is time we get off this planet.” She pointed through the view screen at the sky above them. “Go that way, Mister Stone.”
 
   “Aye, aye, Commander.” Stone eased the throttles forward. The thrusters pushed the pod away from the ground. “Course set for straight up. We could just blast away at escape velocity and hit space fast, but I would rather not waste fuel. We can start slow and increase speed at a constant rate.”
 
   Stone shifted a foot and propped it on top of Jay’s back. Both drascos were lying on the bridge deck, their heads hanging down into the engine compartment. The two had grown to almost half their mother’s size and took up most of the available deck space.
 
   They had to close the hatch to the main cabin in order to keep the drascos on the bridge. It had been a guessing game as to whether the drascos were more interested in a fresh flow of CO2 or a roomful of red leaves. Peebee was so undecided she had almost spun in place trying to decide where to go.
 
   Having the drascos underfoot made the cabin crowded, but Wright was sure if they were left to their own devices the girls would eat themselves silly. They had to stay in the bridge cabin unless Stone was with them to ration their feed.
 
   “Does she make a good footstool?” Wright asked.
 
   “Nope. Sorry. I mean, no sir. Jay is lumpy and rough, kind of like a sandpaper bag full of sharp rocks, but she lays much more still than Peebee does. Peebee is a wiggler.” He added, “We are coming to upper atmosphere in ten seconds. Escape velocity in ten seconds after that.”
 
   “Well, this is a lot easier ride going up than it was coming down,” Wright said. “I have to admit that I am not looking forward to a stay in this metal box for another few weeks, but it is the only way to get home, right?”
 
   “Right as Grandma’s fudge at Christmas. On the other hand, we might not have to spend weeks in this pod.”
 
   Wright glared at Stone, “What are you talking about, Mister Stone? We just busted our hump for over a month getting prepared for an extended voyage. I mean, look at this.” She held out her arms and wagged her hands. “I have permanent burn marks from that cursed oven and I don’t have a decent fingernail left after digging for tubers.”
 
   “Yes, Commander, that does look bad. We had to prepare to be in here for a while, but it doesn’t mean we have to be here that long. We just don’t know at this point.”
 
   “Okay, correct me if I am wrong, Mister Stone. We have to spend four days getting back to our jump point-”
 
   “Correction, Commander,” Stone interrupted. “We don’t need to get back to the original jump point. We only have a rough estimation of the jump coordinates anyway. The pod’s navigation isn’t designed to calculate the jump with any kind of precision. And no offense, but neither of us has the math skills to do it without a computer, and your p.a. doesn’t have the necessary navigation apps.” Stone decided he was going to send an apology note to Senior Chief Tsosie. He had finally come to understand why the Senior Chief was so insistent on his improving his math skills.
 
   Stone continued. “All we need to do is get out of this planet’s gravity well. We can jump to hyperspace anytime after that. We have cleared atmosphere. We are only about eight and a half minutes now to reach a null gravity point.”
 
   “Great,” Wright said, “then we have to spend the week in hyperspace to match the time we spent there the first-”
 
   “Correction again, Commander. Since we don’t have the exact calculations used by the Periodontitis we don’t know how much time they spent in hyperspace. So the week we spent in the gray is totally irrelevant. We are just shooting to reach any volume of human space. I believe by reversing our original coordinates we should come out near where the Periodontitis emerged after dumping us. However, we don’t know when they jumped out of hyperspace. I mean we know when, because we jumped out at the same time they did. We just don’t know how much more relative time they spent in hyperspace. They could have jumped into normal space minutes after jettisoning this pod. If that is true then we wouldn’t have to spend more than a short time in hyperspace.”
 
   “Are you sure you know what you just said?”
 
   “No sir. That whole time thing gives me a headache. For all I know Peebee understands it better than I do.”
 
   At the sound of her name Peebee raised her head and wonked happily.
 
   “See? She agrees,” Stone said.
 
   Wright replied, “No. She said she thinks we are nuts and we should have stayed on the planet and lived our lives out without having to think about hyperspace time puzzles.”
 
   “Speaking of the planet, I set the pod to generate a stable star fix on its location and to download those coordinates to your p.a.. I suggest we agree now to split the ownership 65/25.”
 
   “What? Ownership of what?” Wright looked startled.
 
   “The planet, of course,” Stone answered. “What do you think I meant?”
 
   Wright shook her head. “We can’t own a whole planet. That’s absurd.”
 
   “Not really all that crazy, Commander. How do you think the rich got that way? Finders keepers. We have a couple of things to do first and then maybe, just maybe, our claim will hold up in the Emperor’s court.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll play along, but I am sure you have finally gone insane.”
 
   “First we have to have a stable star fix on our planet’s location. Done that. It is on your p.a. Second, we need to agree to a partnership split.”
 
   “Alright Mister Stone, why do I get 65% and you only get 25%?”
 
   Stone grinned, “Um, no Commander. I suggest that you get 25% and I get 65%. Now before you shout about my being unfair I want it understood that I am representing the entire Stone family in these negotiations. We get 65%. We get that much because we have the resources and the skills to exploit this planet. It would not be the first planet owned by us. In fact, I have a couple of cousins who are specialists in carving up new planets. They are real whizzes at squeezing out profit and this planet should be exceptionally profitable because it is habitable by humans. This gives the Stones a controlling interest so we won’t have boardroom squabbles. You know a 50/50 split never works, right? I mean, how do you resolve arguments that way?”
 
   “I get 25% of a whole planet?”
 
   Stone shrugged. “Or the profit we take from working it, managing it, leasing it or selling it. Ownership doesn’t mean you have to be in residence. You can trust my family, really. Any partnership with us is carved in Stone.”
 
   “Ha! Very funny. Okay, I am in, Partner Stone. However, I know your math is bad. But it is not so bad you can’t count to a hundred. We only have accounted for 90%.”
 
   “Well, it seems to me we have a couple of big ‘ifs’ as to whether our claim will hold up. One, we are in the Emperor’s navy. Anything we discover rightfully belongs to the navy and therefore to the Emperor himself. Second, we discovered this planet in a navy pod. However…” Stone let his voice trail away.
 
   “What? Go on, Partner.”
 
   Stone continued. “Well, I guess it depends on what the Periodontitis did when they hit their next station. If they reported us dead, then as far as they are concerned, we weren’t in the navy during the time we discovered the planet. We might have to forgo any navy back pay or benefits for our missing time. I think that is a fair trade off. I don’t see any reason why we would not be reported as dead. Nobody should come back from hyperspace, or at least I never heard of anyone every doing it. And if the navy reported this pod as missing and non-recoverable they would have struck the pod from the inventory manifests. That would mean the pod wasn’t navy property at the time we were using it, right?”
 
   Wright shrugged, “I don’t know. I understand naval law less than I understand the hyperspace time thing. However, that doesn’t explain where the missing 10% goes.”
 
   “Oh, I thought it did. That goes to the Emperor as our minority partner. If he is in from the beginning for 10% without any outlay or any effort, he is less likely to challenge our rights to the planet. And if we happen to need military support for the planetary pacification we are more likely to get his direct authorization if he stands to gain from it.”
 
   “Wait. I can see being partners with the Stones, but the Emperor. I don’t travel in those circles. Oh, my…I…”
 
   “Relax, Commander. The Emperor isn’t a bad guy when you get him away from his throne room. He is really a pretty good sport on the tennis courts, that is if he wins.”
 
   “You’ve met the Emperor?” Wright stared at Stone in amazement.
 
   Stone shrugged. “Yeah, a few times. We are sort of related, by marriage, that is. He isn’t a Stone, but he is ok. You’ll like him when you meet him.”
 
   “I can’t meet the Emperor. Are you kidding?”
 
   Stone laughed. “Oh, you’ll meet him. You are going to outrank him in our partnership. Your 25% to his 10%, remember? He will definitely want to meet you.”
 
   “Oh, crap!”
 
   “One last thing, we need to name the planet,” Stone said. “Got any suggestions?”
 
   Wright shook her head. “I don’t know. Do we have to decide now?”
 
   “Yes.” Stone pointed at her p.a. “We are really recording our first partnership meeting. Naming the planet is one of the steps necessary to claim it. I would name it Allie’s World if you leave it to me.”
 
   “You do have a crush on that marine, don’t you?” Wright laughed.
 
   Stone grinned. “Can you blame me? I mean, she is smart, witty, has a great sense of humor and so self assured she is scarily confident.”
 
   “Not to mention that she is very pretty with a great pair of hooters.”
 
   “Yeah, well, that too,” Stone blushed.
 
   Wright looked thoughtful. “I agree. Allie’s World it is. Any future residents will change the name to Nimrodville or something equally stupid. I would probably have named it Goatburg. Allie’s World is a good name to start. So, are we good to go?”
 
   Stone reached up to the console and shut off the engine. “All except getting home to register the discovery.” The drascos wonked plaintively as the CO2 flow slowed to a stop. “We have reached the null point.”
 
   He looked up at the fuel level gauges in the tanks. “We didn’t use enough of this enriched fuel to be more than a small blip on the consumption gauge. That is good. It means we still have a full tank for our first attempted hyperjump.”
 
   He got out of his chair and climbed over Jay to reach the open hatch to the engine room. He tried to push Peebee out of the way, but she would not budge.
 
   “Come on you two. I’ve got to get down there and reset the engine to try a jump into gray. You girls don’t need that much CO2 anyway, you’re just being gluttons.”
 
   Both drascos started wonking repeatedly at him.
 
   Wright shouted over the noise. “See. I told you, you were spoiling them.”
 
   Stone covered his ears and shouted. “Enough you two. Let me fix the engine then we can do lunch.”
 
   The wonking continued.
 
   Stone shouted. “Okay, okay. If you behave yourselves you can each have one piece of the golden ooze for desert.”
 
   The sudden silence was almost palpable. The drascos moved away from the hatch opening.
 
   The humans looked at each other.
 
   Stone said, “Huh, I wonder exactly how much they understand of what we say.”
 
   “Unless my scans are wrong they don’t really understand more than a few words at this point. Ooze must be one of those words.”
 
   “Well, this engine conversion shouldn’t take long; an hour or so. Will you be alright up here with Jay and Peebee?”
 
   “I’ll be fine. They seem to ignore me most of the time. I don’t really think they are planning on eating me. I am going to sit quietly in this chair and think about how I am going to spend all of my new found riches.”
 
   Stone hesitated in the hatchway with only his head showing. “Sorry Partner, but you can’t.”
 
   “I can’t spend my share of the money?” Wright looked startled.
 
   He laughed causing the drascos to wonk along with him. “That is not what I meant. You said you want to think about how to spend all of your money. You can’t spend it all. Oh, don’t get me wrong, you can try. I expect you to try real hard, but it is a whole planet. Once we get things up and running you will have more money coming in faster than you can spend it; much, much more.”
 
   “Faster than I can…no…I…I…” Wright’s voice faded.
 
   Stone waved as he disappeared below. His voice sounded hollow as he shouted back up to her. “Partner, you shouldn’t count your chickens before they hatch. We might not be allowed to claim the planet. Grandpa’s lawyers will fight like crazy if it becomes a legal battle. But, if you do want to count your chickens, then I think you will find-crap!”
 
   “What? Is there a problem? Do you need help?” Wright asked.
 
   Stone shouted back. “No. No. No. I just banged my head. What I was saying is if you are thinking of money; try not to think about buying things, but how you can help other people with your money. Things like helping people start their own businesses, loaning a stake to immigrants moving to Allie’s World, you know: farmers, ranchers, and goat herders. And think about what you can do for your favorite charities.”
 
   Wright moved over to the hatch opening and looked down. “I can spend some money on me and my family, right?” She asked as she sat on the deck.
 
   Jay stretched her two-foot neck around and dropped her head in Wright’s lap.
 
   Stone answered, “Oh, yeah. Spend away. Give us a year or two to get things moving and you can just go crazy. Believe me, that gets old after awhile. Grandma always says, and it is true, if you help others with your money then you will increase your money to the point you have more than you had to start with. Crap!”
 
   “Bang your head again?”
 
   “Nope. Skinned my knuckles. Now the palms of my hands are torn up by thorns and the backs of my hands are chewed up working on this engine. I am never going to be a hand model ever again.”
 
   “So, how does that work?” Wright asked. “I can see how loaning money and helping a business get started could generate additional income. But, you said just helping others will bring me increase.”
 
   Stone’s muffled voice floated back up to her. “You give money away to good causes and more money flows back your way. I don’t know how it works. But it does. Just like I don’t understand how this engine conversion from sub-light to hyper jump capable works, I just know that it does. Or at least with this engine it did the first time. Crap! Banged my head again.”
 
   Stone melted some metal ingots into cone shapes and used another ingot to pound the cones into the ends of the exhaust pipes. He left one tight, but still loose enough that it could blow free. The others he pounded so tight they would not come out unless the engine exploded. He crawled around the engine, changing settings, crossing wiring and pushing levers until he was satisfied the engine was configured the way it had been the first time.
 
   He double checked the configuration by comparing his work to the diagrams he had etched onto the engine room bulkheads. He reworked his first trial by comparing his memory with Wright’s p.a. and the pod computers until he was satisfied it was a match.
 
   He continued to check and recheck until he realized he was just stalling. He patted the top of the fuel tank. It was meant to be a comforting gesture, but it only brought pain from his wounded hands.
 
   He climbed the ladder back up to the bridge, pausing on the way up to breathe into the mouths of each of his drascos. They wonked happily. Peebee rolled onto her back presenting a round little belly for rubbing.
 
   Wright was standing by the oven. “Spoiled ‘em like last month’s cottage cheese.”
 
   “I didn’t spoil them. That is how you have to treat them or they will eat you.”
 
   Wright replied with a sarcastic “Ha!”
 
   “Hey! Who is the expert here on raising drascos? I have two. How many are you raising?”
 
   “Just because I can’t swim doesn’t mean I don’t know water is wet,” Wright said. “Change of subject: I fixed lunch for us, so we can eat while you feed your girls. It is not much, I just boiled up some tubers, berries and bits of jerky in one of the bamboo buckets.”
 
   “Sounds appetizing. Let me feed Jay and Peebee first, then we can sit and eat before we jump into gray.” He slammed the engine room hatch closed and dogged the recessed locks. He was sure a closed hatch would not help if the engine exploded, but he did it anyway.
 
   Stone quietly piled up two equal size bundles of red leaves in the main cabin and sliced off two chunks of solidified ooze with his survival knife. He did not speak as he ate. Wright was quiet too. He wondered whether Wright was thinking about spending money or if she was as worried as he was about trying another hyperspace jump in a ship not designed to do just that.
 
   The drascos were their noisy selves, gulping down their leaves and slurping at their golden ooze. They rolled, jumped and crashed into each other with wild abandon. Stone picked up a discarded branch and tossed it across the cabin. The drascos fetched it back to him. He tossed it again and they fetched it again. The drascos raced each other to see who could get the stick first and return it. Jay quickly learned to either catch the stick as it bounced off the back bulkhead or to outrace the stick and use the back bulkhead as a springboard to leap into the air and catch the stick before it dropped to the deck where Peebee could scoop it up.
 
   Stone slowly chewed his lunch, not tasting the tasteless meal. He tossed the stick without thinking. He worked and reworked the engine reconfiguration in his head. He could not find any steps he had done the first time and missed this time.
 
   Finally, he tossed down the small bamboo utensils and the bamboo bowl, jumped to his feet and rushed onto the bridge. Without any hesitation, he pushed the engine thrust to the max and closed his eyes willing the little pod to make the hyper jump, not wanting to watch the bridge controls.
 
   “Took command there, didn’t you, Mister Stone?” Wright’s voice made him jump.
 
   Stone answered without opening his eyes. “Well, Commander Wright, if we are dead then we aren’t in the navy, right? And since we are partners in a commercial venture and I am the majority partner, then I am in command.”
 
   He felt her arms wrap around him from behind in a warm hug.
 
   “It’s okay, Stone,” she said. “I wasn’t sure I could have given you the order to turn the engine on.”
 
   “I am sorry, Commander. I couldn’t wait anymore.”
 
   “Well, if we are about to blow up and die again maybe you should call me Dani instead of Commander,” Wright said.
 
   Stone leaned back into her embrace, still keeping his eyes closed. “Why? You earned the title, even if you leave the navy, it is still yours. Mom often calls Dad ‘Sergeant’, especially when they are kidding around, just before they go off alone and…well…do you know what.”
 
   Wright chuckled. “I heard rumors about ‘you know what.’ So, was your Dad a marine?”
 
   “Army,” Stone shook his head. “He and Mom were both in the army. She was a lieutenant and Dad was a sergeant. Dad was younger and Mom outranked him, but it didn’t matter to them. Do you think it will matter between Allie and me?”
 
   “Not if I know Allie,” Wright sighed. “I think that your coming from a rich family bothered her more than anything else. Besides partner, we should take first things first. We have one jump down and one more to go.”
 
   Stones eyes shot open. He saw an expanse of gray nothing on the view screen.
 
   Wright gave his shoulders a little shake. “You’re not whooping with delight?”
 
   “No. I think I am in shock. It shouldn’t have worked. It should have blown up and we should be dead.”
 
   Wright turned away. She grabbed the stick lying at their feet, and tossed it back through the cabin hatch toward the back bulkhead. “Well, Mister Stone, we are already dead, remember? You can’t kill the dead.”
 
   “I guess that makes us zombies.” He rolled his eyes back in his head and staggered around the bridge on stiff legs. He stopped and looked at Wright. “Nope, I still feel alive. But I never considered how zombies feel.” He picked up the stick Peebee dropped at his feet and tossed it back through the main cabin hatch.
 
   “So Senior Partner Stone, what is next? How long to we spend stuck in this nothing?”
 
   Stone shrugged. “Well, we have been here and seen this, so I say we don’t spend any more time than we have to. I won’t have to reconfigure the engine again, but I do have to check the seals and the fuel tanks.” He leaned over the bridge console. “The engine is off. It did an auto shutdown. I need to check the fuel levels, but it looks like we only used about a quarter of the fuel tank. So we shouldn’t have to slurry any more metal enriched fuel into the tank.”
 
   He picked up the stick Jay dropped at his feet and tossed it back through the open hatch. Both drascos bounded after the stick.
 
   “We will need to melt down some of the girl’s golden ooze bars if last time was any indication,” Stone said. “I will need to reseal the whole engine, spread the goop on any loose connections and let it dry. Then we can try our jump out of hyperspace and hopefully we will come out somewhere near human space.”
 
   He picked up the stick Peebee dropped at his feet. It was slimy with drasco spit. “Enough now, give us a break, girls.”
 
   Jay wonked plaintively.
 
   “Okay. One more time, but this is the last time. We can throw the stick later. I have work to do.” He waved the stick in the air. “This is for all of the marbles. Winner takes all. Got it? Whoever gets the stick this time gets to keep it until the next time we play.”
 
   The drascos tensed into crouches ready to spring into action. Both of them stared intensely at the stick, quivering with excitement and anticipation. Although their bodies were facing the main cabin, their heads were twisted around so their eyes never left the stick. When Stone finally released the stick it spun through the open hatch.
 
   Jay launched upward. Peebee raced forward along the deck. Both drascos squeezed through the hatch at the same time.
 
   “They sure can be focused, can’t they?” Stone said.
 
   Wright nodded. “They sure can. If they get much bigger they won’t be able to fit through that hatch at the same time. What I am really curious about is how they determined which one went through the hatch high and which went through low. I wonder if they worked it out between themselves or if it was just a chance occurrence. I mean, it did look planned.”
 
   Stone shrugged. “That is your area, Commander. You are the animal expert.”
 
   Wright punched him gently in the arm. “You can’t have it both ways, Stone. You already claimed to be the drasco expert in this pod. I think I need to run some more scans on your pets if you are not using my p.a.”
 
   “Actually Commander, I was thinking you could melt down a dozen of the ooze bars to a paste consistency for sealant while I climb down and check the engine.”
 
   Wright nodded. “Okay, Senior Partner Stone. Are we in a rush to jump again?”
 
   “No, sir, there isn’t any reason to delay the repairs to the engine. The navigation system says we should have only about six hours relative until we could try another jump. It will take most of that time for the sealant to dry, assuming something is not broken beyond my capability to fix it.”
 
   “Relative time?” She waved a hand to stop Stone. “Don’t explain again. I don’t get it. But if the engine survived we can try another jump and we are home in human space, right?”
 
   “Yes, sir, but that is where the problem is. Human occupied space covers a lot of…well, space. The odds are very good that we will jump into the middle of nowhere. We will then have to try and re-convert the engine back to sub-light and try to reach somewhere.”
 
   He moved to the engine hatch and began undogging the locks. “We will be able to broadcast a distress signal for any passing ship, but that shouldn’t be much of a help. Depending on how far away we jump, we could be days, weeks or months trying to get somewhere. This engine was not designed for much speed.”
 
   “True,” Wright nodded. “But, it also wasn’t designed for what we have put it through. I really need to write a thank you note to the manufacturer. Hey! I should be able to buy stock in their company, right?”
 
   Stone laughed as he started down into the engine room. “Stock! I don’t know much about the company that built this engine, but you can probably buy the whole shooting match.” He hesitated before dropping into the engine room. “You know, that might not be a bad buy, partner. That may be a really good idea. With a few manufacturing changes we could offer an engine that converts to jump capable and back again. Or maybe just license the design so we aren’t doing the manufacturing ourselves. I need to run the question past Grandpa. Either way it would eliminate the need for having two complete sets of engines in smaller ships.”
 
   The drascos slid to a stop at the engine room hatch, their talons screeching against the deck plates. They hung their heads over the hole and sniffed the air.
 
   “Sorry, girls. I am not going to turn the engine on this time.” He blew his breath into their mouths. “You will just have to make do with what I breathe out.”
 
   He dropped the rest of the way into the engine room. He was shocked to see how much damage the engine sustained. It bulged and was twisted at odd angles. He crawled to the rear of the space near the exhaust ports. The plugs jammed all four ports.
 
   He shook his head thinking. “I must have pounded the plugs in too tight. It didn’t have a place for the gas to escape. It had to build up and blow out somewhere.” All four exhaust tubes were ballooned out. The metal stretched and thinned. He grabbed a metal ingot and hammered loose the plug that should have blown free. A blast of hot, stale air puffed against his face. He put the plug back in and pounded it in with his fist.
 
   He crawled around to the back of the engine. His cobbled together jump port was lying on the deck. It looked like it was in one piece; the engine had just blown it free from its temporary housing. He managed to hang it back again, pounding it in place with the metal ingot. He tried crimping the metal housing to keep it in place.
 
   “Crap!”
 
   Wright’s voice floated down from the hatchway. “Bang your head again?”
 
   “No, sir. I smashed my thumb. The next time we take one of these little jaunts into the wild unknown let’s take a crew to do this kind of stuff for us.”
 
   “No,” Wright replied with a laugh. “That is why your parents sent you off to the navy so you could learn to do these things yourself. If you smash your thumb often enough you will learn not to do it anymore.”
 
   “I guess. How are we coming with the paste?”
 
   “Ready when you are, Mister Stone.”
 
   Stone crawled all the way around the front end of the engine, checking, poking and prodding every lever, port and switch.
 
   When he reached the open hatch area he stood up and stretched. He sucked on his aching thumb and looked up to see Wright’s face squeezed between Jay and Peebee’s faces.
 
   Wright laughed. “Does that thumb taste good?”
 
   “No, sir. It tastes like dried drasco poop, but it hurts and this makes it feel better.”
 
   “Speaking of drasco poop…” Wright pointed with her thumb toward the main cabin. “Don’t worry, it can wait. Besides, it might be easier to clean up if it dries a bit.”
 
   Stone nodded. He was too tired to react.
 
   “How is the engine looking?”
 
   “Sorry, Commander,” Stone replied. “I don’t think it will hold together another time.”
 
   “So we are done? We are stuck in the nothing? We are right back where those animals who attacked us put us the first time? I don’t like that, Mister Stone. I don’t like that one little bit. Fix it.”
 
   “Aye, aye, Commander,” Stone nodded. “Pass me down the paste and I will try and seal the engine up again. But we have too much metal fatigue, too many twisted components and way too much damage for the engine to survive another hyper jump, much less convert back to sub-light if by some miracle it does make the hyper jump.”
 
   Stone took the bucket of ooze paste from Wright. Using his hand he began smearing the goop on every seam, seal or stressed joint he could find. Occasionally he pulled out a metal ingot and tried to hammer a piece back into place. Sometimes he succeeded and sometimes, he made it worse. When he banged something out of shape, he smeared it with paste.
 
   He was on his second time around smearing paste on the engine when he finally emptied the bucket. The paste was drying much faster than before. He wondered if it was due to melting it into a paste, boiled down to a concentrated brick, and then remelting it to a paste. Three fingers on his right hand had already dried together and he was unable to pull them apart.
 
   He crawled back to the hatchway. He looked up to see Jay and Peebee staring down at him. He held his hands up to the drascos. They stretched their necks down and took his hands in their mouths. It was a weird sensation to have his hands in their mouths, but when he pulled free he could wiggle his fingers again.
 
   “Thanks, girls. Now back up and give me room to climb up.”
 
   Back on the tiny bridge, he dogged the engine room hatch shut again. Wright was sitting in her command chair, scanning the drascos, frowning as she manipulated the data.
 
   Stone did not want to lie to Wright. Still he said, “We can get one more jump out of the engines.” He did not believe it. Earlier he had joked about the engine blowing up and killing them. This time he was sure that is what would happen, but he did not say so. “However…”
 
   Wright looked at him. “However what? I am a big girl, Mister Stone. Just tell me.”
 
   “However, we won’t be able to convert the engine back to sub-light. Wherever we come out, we will have to float around until someone can find and rescue us.”
 
   Wright nodded. “Well, that is why we labored to get all that food and water.”
 
   Stone wanted to smile, but he felt too tired. He reached across the bridge console toggling the engine control switch on and slid the power feeds to full power. He flopped into his command chair and closed his eyes. He felt Wright’s hand slide into his. She squeezed. He wanted to look at the engine gauges, but he was afraid to open his eyes. He sat waiting for the engines to explode. He wondered what happened when you burst your hyperspace bubble while still in the gray. At least it should be fast.
 
   He heard an alarm screeching throughout the little ship. Jay and Peebee hissed in anger. He squeezed Wright’s hand waiting for the end.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
   Light flooded the bridge through the view screen.
 
   Stone’s eyes flew open as a strange voice shouted over the open communications. “Reverse course. Hit the brakes, you moron! Collision imminent!”
 
   The view screen filled with the side of a space station getting closer as the pod raced towards it. Stone’s hands flew to the bridge controls. He hit the reverse thrusters, pushing them to the maximum. He knew it was useless to try, but he did it anyway. Nothing happened except that the station bulkheads loomed closer.
 
   The voice came back on. “My station has shields fully operational. You are not even going to put a dent in me, but you better have your systems up or you are going to get squashed like a bug in that little tin can.”
 
   Stone glanced at the bridge gauges. The inertial dampeners were running off the batteries as was life support and shields. The engine was registering zero output. He hoped the gauges were reading right.
 
   Their shield slammed into contact with the station’s shield. They bounced at an odd angle and sheared the top off a sensor tower sticking out beyond the station shielding. Wright and Stone did not feel a thing. The drascos were hissing and waving their arms around. Stone was sure they had not felt anything either, but they were definitely unhappy.
 
   “Dang it, Jerry.” The voice on the comms shouted over the noise on the little bridge. “I told you to retract everything on the southwest corner. I don’t know who you are, but you are going to pay for that tower. Your trajectory is going to send you into my traffic lanes if you don’t get that P.O.S. under control.”
 
   Wright reached forward and snapped open their outgoing communications microphones, just as Stone slapped off the collision alarm.
 
   “Shut up, you two,” Stone shouted.
 
   The voice shouted back. “Who are you telling to shut up? This is my station-”
 
   “Not you, signore,” Wright interrupted the man.
 
   Stone shouted again. “Jay! Peebee! It is okay. You two calm down. That’s better. Now sit down and behave. Good girls.”
 
   “Sorry, signore, we are having engine problems,” Wright said to the station voice.
 
   The voice dripped with sarcasm, “Really? I hadn’t noticed. You are still heading for my traffic lanes. Are you going to do something about that or should I just shoot you out of my sky?”
 
   “Signore, thank you for the suggestion,” Wright replied with a grin at Stone. “I am sure we will take it under advisement. Give me a second, will you?” She looked at Stone.
 
   “Sorry, the engine is shot,” he shrugged. “We are going to go wherever we are headed, unless we get a tow from somebody.”
 
   “Station, did you get that?” Wright said into the microphone.
 
   The voice replied “Yeah, we got that the engines are gone and you don’t have steerage. Toni, you and Billy, take a sled out there and latch onto that piece of flotsam before it hits something worse than a sensor tower.”
 
   Stone leaned into the microphone. “Sorry, signore. We are jetsam, not flotsam. But, we do have means to pay for that tower, plus tow and docking fees if you can squeeze us in somewhere.”
 
   “Well, signore,” The voice took another tone completely, “welcome to Brickman’s Station. I am Andrew Brickman. We have the best little bed and breakfast this side of the Maggio Drift. Toni, get a shake on it. They are drifting fast. You need to get a line on them before they smack into the Arc of Heaven. Captain ShinShu will skin us alive if she has to deviate to miss this pod. And if they hit her then they are going to ping-pong around traffic and you are never going to catch them.”
 
   Wright began, “Signore Brickman, this is Commander Dan-”
 
   “Excuse me, Signore Brickman,” Stone interrupted Wright with a shake of his head. “This is Blackman Stone and Danielle Wright of the Stone-Wright Partnership based on the planet Allie’s World. We are experiencing catastrophic engine failure and we appreciate your assistance, which we will be able to pay for based on your standard published rates.”
 
   “Standard published rates, huh?” Brickman said. “Well, I figure there is more to your story than you are telling me, Stone. You pop into my little piece of space from hyperjump in a beat up old military surplus pod that shouldn’t, no couldn’t, be hyperspace capable. You talk about a business I never heard of on a planet that doesn’t show up on my registry of planets. You disrupt the day-to-day traffic patterns around a peaceful station and you think standard should do it?”
 
   Stone shrugged even though the man could not see him. “Well, Signore Brickman, we could claim to be in distress and then you would have to pull us in and feed us for nothing. But, we just have some minor mechanical issues so it seems to me standard should be fair. Besides, with Allie’s World soon to open in your backyard you might just not be so peaceful anymore. I guess we could build our own station around Allie’s World instead of using Brickman’s as a layover. What do you say, Signora Wright?”
 
   “Whoa up there, Signore Stone,” Brickman said. “I meant no disrespect.”
 
   “None taken, Signore Brickman,” Stone said.
 
   Brickman shouted, “Get a move on, Toni. They are drifting fast. What is the hold up, girl?”
 
   Toni’s voice shouted back. “Cool your jets, old man. Billy is just about to toss them a lifeline. We got ‘em. Billy snagged a clean hook on the top stanchion. I’ll have them back in hanger…where do you want to put this pile of junk?”
 
   “Who are you calling old, young lady?” Brickman shouted into the open comms. “Your late sainted mother would tan your bottom if she heard you talking that way to your father. Put them in hanger twelve.”
 
   “Signore Brickman, if you don’t mind I would prefer you put us in your most remote hanger,” Stone said.
 
   “Okay by me, you are the customer,” Brickman replied. “Toni, drag them around to hanger thirty-six.”
 
   Toni shouted back, “Thirty-six! Aw, come on, Dad. Billy and I have reservations at Maggie’s for lunch. If we have to go all the way around to thirty-six we are going to miss our reservation time. And Mom is not sainted and if she is late it is because you two rabbits are going to pop out another brother or sister. It’s your hide she will tan if she hears you have been talking about her like she is dead…again.”
 
   Brickman said, “Okay, Stone-Wright Partnership space craft. You are headed for hanger thirty-Six. You be sure to log in at the guest registry by the hanger’s hatch. You let us know if there is anything you need.”
 
    “Signore Brickman, do you know of the United Empire Naval Ship Periodontitis?” Stone asked. “Does she make a port of call here?”
 
   “You betcha. The navy is our bread and butter. Not so much for hotel space but they do use every other service we offer. Why?”
 
   “Oh, we have friends aboard and we were hoping we would bump into them.” Stone answered.
 
   “Well, you missed them by a couple of weeks,” Brickman added. “As you know we orbit New Wheatfield. They have a huge navy contract so the Ol’ Toothless drops by every now and then to pick up a load.”
 
   “Can you tell us where their next stop is or when they will be back by here?” Stone asked.
 
   “I can, but I won’t. Too much talk and I lose my contracts with the navy. This station is too backwater to do without our military contracts. There is an EMIS office on station if you really want to know. Check with them.”
 
   “Thank you, Signore Brickman. Stone-Wright Partnership out.”
 
   “Thank you, Stone-Wright Partnership. Standard station service searchable databases and maps are right next to the guest log. Welcome to Brickman’s. Stationmaster out.”
 
   Wright snapped off outgoing comms. “Okay, Mister Stone. Why did we not tell them we are navy?”
 
   “I don’t know who stuffed us in this metal box and killed us,” Stone shrugged. “I am just being cautious. You heard the man, this is a backwater station. Most little places like this get by on commercial contracts, but the military contracts can be a huge part of their budget. Somebody on the Periodontitis is stealing from the Emperor. They are not doing it without civilian help.”
 
   Wright nodded. “And you think Brickman is one of those contacts?”
 
   “I don’t think so,” Stone shook his head. “I don’t think not. I just don’t know. I am going to be cautious until I find out who killed us.”
 
   “You mean tried to kill us.”
 
   “No. I think they succeeded in killing us. Brickman recognized this pod as military. Our identification numbers are clearly marked on the outside of the pod. Brickman would have run the numbers through his database to see where we came from. We didn’t pop up as navy so he assumed we were military surplus. Therefore this pod is not on any navy manifest. They wouldn’t have written this off without writing us off as well. I would be willing to bet we are officially dead.”
 
   “Well, our names didn’t set of any alarms with Brickman,” Wright said. “Nice touch about naming our partnership. I imagine being registered that way will add legitimacy to our claims.”
 
   “I don’t know, but I didn’t think it would hurt,” Stone replied. “The question is do we go to the EMIS field office and report what we know?” He pronounced it e-miss.
 
   The Empire’s Military Investigative Service analyzed all manner of crimes by, for, or against any of the Emperor’s military services. They were primarily tasked with protecting the military and to stop crimes before they happened. Failing to stop a crime, they were to investigate, report and aggressively prosecute offenders in the name of the Emperor.
 
   He continued, “How do we know we can trust them? Maybe they are involved with whoever killed us.”
 
   Wright shrugged. “I don’t know. We have to trust somebody, right?”
 
   Stone watched as Toni’s tow sled dragged them into hanger thirty-six. The hanger bulkheads towered around the small pod. Its design was for ships much larger than their escape pod; much, much larger. He felt like they were a pea on a tennis court.
 
   The sled pushed them all the way to the far inside bulkhead near the station hatch. Toni hovered her sled in front of the pod and waved at them view screen to view screen. Then she shot up and over the pod and back out the hanger doors.
 
   Stone and Wright watched the external vid console as the giant hanger doors closed.
 
   Stone breathed a sigh when they finally slammed shut and the cross bolts slid into place.
 
   “You more comfortable inside a station?” Wright asked.
 
   “Yeah. I mean, yes Commander. I know I am in a metal box that just got put inside another metal box, but what really makes me more comfortable is that they shut the outer hanger hatches. That means they are planning of putting atmosphere into the hanger.”
 
   “That would be nice since we don’t have environmental suits to reach the station hatch.”
 
   “Yes, sir, plus batteries are going to go down pretty quick without our engine running. We will lose life support, anti-gravity, and shielding. None of which we will need inside the hanger.”
 
   “Well, Mister Stone, I don’t see any reason to stay on board the pod. Once the hanger is pressurized, we can log into a couple of rooms. Preferably we can find rooms with working showers and are near a restaurant that serves something other than nameless tubers and drasco jerky.”
 
   “Yes, sir. We will need to find a place that takes pets, but that shouldn’t be a problem on a place like Brickman’s Station. I am not sure how we are going to pay for any of this.”
 
   “Why not? I mean I realize we haven’t made anything from Allie’s World yet, but you were rich anyway, right?”
 
   “Yes,” Stone replied. “Blackmon Stone was a navy midshipman who was probably reported dead. I can’t prove who I am, since my personal assistant had a memory wipe, remember? All of my identification was in there.” He picked up the offending p.a. from the console where it had laid for weeks and he put it in a pocket. “I guess we are going to have to go to the EMIS office and submit to a bioscan for ident verification. I hope it is a large EMIS office.”
 
   “Why?” Wright asked. “The more people there are there the greater the chance one of them is involved in what is going on, on the Ol’ Toothless.”
 
   “True. However, the more people, the greater the chance that not everyone is involved. There are a lot of people on the Periodontitis. I am sure not everyone on board the Ol’ Toothless is involved in theft and murder.”
 
   “I believe it is attempted murder.”
 
   “Yes, sir, that too.” The pod’s sensors chimed to show the external atmosphere had reached earth standard with gravity settings to match. He shut down the pod’s life support, anti-gravity and shields. There was no sense in draining the pod’s batteries as long as the station was providing the service.
 
   He looked at Wright. “Ready to disembark, Commander?”
 
   “Yes, Mister Stone. Let’s go see what we can see.”
 
   Stone pushed the console button lowering the back ramp. “Yes, sir. Let’s go see and be seen.” They stepped into the main cabin followed by the drascos.
 
   “I am not sure about being seen,” Wright said. “I am not all that vain, but I am not sure I want to be seen while I look this way. It is hard enough to appear attractive, but I have let myself go the last few weeks and this ratty old uniform is all I have to wear.”
 
   “Nonsense, Dani. You are as lovely as ever. And some of your uniform tears are quite strategically placed. And your hair has that…um…slept in, wild look.”
 
   “Ha! You mean my hair looks like I went at it with a chainsaw and a kitchen fork. We are definitely going to draw stares when we leave this hanger.”
 
   “I mean it,” Stone laughed. “You are a pretty woman. A few weeks on a dangerous unexplored planet isn’t going to change that. I think we want stares, the more people see us the better. That way we can’t be made to disappear again quite as easily. Besides, I think Jay and Peebee are going to get a lot more stares than we will ever get.”
 
   The ramp clanked down to the deck. Jay was standing quietly next to Stone her head just inches from his hand. Peebee ran to the top of the ramp dancing with excitement, ready to race off, but she waited for Stone.
 
   “I don’t guess you two can get into too much trouble in a locked down hanger. Go on outside if you want.” Before he finished speaking Peebee raced down the ramp and ran off. Jay grabbed Stone’s hand in her mouth and passed his hand to her hand. She gave it a gentle squeeze let go and streaked across the main cabin.
 
   He looked at his hand and back at Wright. “I wonder where she picked that up.”
 
   “I wish I knew. My scans on them are inconclusive. They may be smarter than we think or they may be very good at imitating. Young creatures are very adept at imitating their parent’s habits.”
 
   “By parents you mean…?”
 
   “I mean you. You are their mother and father. I am just another member of your pack, I think. They definitely see you as in charge.”
 
   Peebee had raced across the hanger and was running back. She stopped, squatted and relieved herself in the middle of the hanger deck. Jay raced up, sniffed Peebee’s excrement and added more drasco waste to the pile.
 
   Stone shook his head. “Well, at least they waited until they were outside the pod. Now I am going to have to go all the way over there to clean up that mess.”
 
   “Or pay for a hanger crew to do it,” Wright said.
 
   “No, Commander. Whether we are rich or not, I will clean up after myself and my own. Grandpa always says it sets a bad example to pay for something we can do ourselves. I’ll clean it up. I have to clean the pod’s main cabin anyway.”
 
   “Yes you do but later, Mister Stone. We need to sign in on the guest registry and I want to check station services. Maybe we can pick up some info on the EMIS office from the service menu.”
 
   They walked around to the front of the pod and stepped up to the console. Wright tapped on the guest registry. It flashed alive at the first touch.
 
   She glanced at Stone. “I am guessing from how we introduced ourselves it would be best if we registered without using our military titles. That was the Stone-Wright Partnership.” She spoke their names into the registry, listing the pod as owned by their partnership. When prompted she said the length of their stay was undetermined.
 
   Jay and Peebee raced up. Jay grabbed Stone’s hand and sat next to him. Peebee rose up on her hind legs propped her front feet on the bulkhead next to the registry display and cranked her neck around to watch the screen. She reached out to touch the screen with a finger.
 
   Wright pushed Peebee’s hand away.
 
   Peebee started to hiss but Stone slapped her outstretched hand. The hiss died quickly.
 
   “No,” Stone said. “We don’t hiss at Commander Wright.” He slipped his hand out of Jay’s grasp and clasped Peebee’s head in both hands. He wrestled her head around to face his. “I am not mad at you, but you don’t hiss at Dani. Okay?” He blew his breath into Peebee’s open mouth.
 
   Peebee wonked and sat on the deck plates.
 
   Stone reached around and grabbed Jay’s hand again and he grabbed Peebee’s hand in his other hand. He looked at both of the drascos, getting their attention.
 
   “Listen up, you two. We are going to go out there where there are many other creatures that look like Commander Wright and like me. Some are friends and some aren’t. You two behave yourselves, okay? No running off; stay with me or Commander Wright.”
 
   “Look at this, Mister Stone,” Wright said as she pointed at the screen. “I found a listing for the EMIS. Unfortunately it only lists one agent. There aren’t any other military listings on the station as permanent personnel. There is a listing for an armed forces recruiter, but it looks to be a planetary address.”
 
   “Maybe we can poke around a bit before we report in to EMIS. See if we can pick up any hints about the agent.”
 
   Wright shook her head. “No. Looking like we do, everyone on this station is going to hear about us ten minutes after we hit the corridors. Drascos are not quite like poodles or house cats. And these tatters we are wearing obviously are or were uniforms. No. Whatever we do this agent is going to know we are here before we get the chance to report in.”
 
   Stone said, “Maybe.”
 
   “No maybe about it. I know our regulations well enough to know that we have to report into the EMIS before we can do anything else. We may be listed as dead, but we know we really aren’t. If we don’t report in at our first opportunity then we are AWOL. In fact…” She spoke into the interface calling up the EMIS office.
 
   “You have reached the Emperor’s Military Investigative Service offices on Brickman’s Station in the New Wheatfield system. Our offices are closed for lunch. We will return by 1400 hours. Please leave a message and we will get back to you as soon as we return. If this is an emergency, please state the word ‘emergency’ and you will be routed to the agent’s mobile communications. Leave your message after the beep.”
 
   Beep.
 
   Wright spoke clearly. “This is Full Commander Danielle E. Wright and with me is Midshipman Blackmon…”
 
   “Perry,” Stone supplied.
 
   Wright continued, “Perry Stone, both formerly attached to the U.E.N.S. Periodontitis. We were involuntarily separated from our assigned station. We are reporting in as required by navy regulations. We will call back before the end of your business day for further instructions. End message.”
 
   “Well, Commander. That will do it. We either reported in or we just drew targets on our backs.”
 
   “Do you have any suggestions or do you just want to wander around for a while?”
 
   He spoke into the registry screen’s audio pickup. “Station: are there any Stone Freight Company ships currently docked on Brickman’s station?”
 
   A pleasant voice came back. “Yes, signore. The Ruby Rock is docked at hangar seven.”
 
   “Great!” Stone said with a huge smile at Wright. “The Ruby Rock is Aunt Ruth and Uncle Jim. Aunt Ruth is Mom’s younger sister. You are going to like them.
 
   He turned back to the display, “Station, show me a map of the hangers and plot a course from this hanger to hanger seven. Look, Commander, we only have to move clockwise around the outer corridor and we can get to my family.”
 
   “Can you trust them?” Wright asked.
 
   “Trust them?” Stone looked shocked. “They are Stones. They are family. Of course I trust them.” He almost shouted. He felt the drascos tense up in his hands.
 
   “I am sorry. I apologize. You started me on this paranoid kick. They aren’t my family. I know the Stones have a lot of money and whoever is in control runs the family fortune, right?”
 
   “It doesn’t work that way. I mean sure Grandpa is Numbero Uno. Mom is Deuce. I am Trey. Aunt Ruth is Quad. My cousins Brenda, Jimmy and Melanie are five, six and seven. But, it is not like we are squabbling to see who gets to be in charge.”
 
   “All I know from rich families is what I see on the entertainment vids. More times than not they stab each other in the back over who gets to be on top.”
 
   “That is crap…well, some families maybe, but not the Stones. Look, Mom is two, but she is only there until I get old enough to take over from Grandpa, then she is stepping aside. She doesn’t want to be in charge. I am not sure I want the headaches either.”
 
   Wright said, “Okay, but-”
 
   “But nothing,” Stone interrupted. “If Aunt Ruth wanted the job she could have it. I think she is only staying at Quad until the family sees if I can cut it or not. Both Mom and Aunt Ruth could run the family very well, but that doesn’t mean they want to or have to be in charge. There is a lot more squabbling about trying to get out of the way of being in charge. How do you think a sixteen year old gets this close to running a family corporation unless all of the adults ducked out so fast they generated vacuum!
 
   Wright said, “Yes, but-”
 
   “No buts about it,” Stone interrupted. “I mean, think about it: would you rather be rich and have to work for it or would you just rather be rich? Aunt Ruth and Uncle Jim run the Ruby Rock because they want to. They could be doing anything from running a small dairy farm on a back water planet to taking control of one of our major corporations or doing nothing at all. Not that there are that many Stones that do nothing.”
 
   Wright said “I see, but-”
 
   “Is that ‘but’ a conjunction or are you calling me names?” Stone interrupted again. “I know my family. You will see when you meet them. I am not saying there isn’t ambition in the family. I guess I am as ambitious as anybody. I wouldn’t have agreed to join the navy as a training tool for running the family if all I wanted to do was captain a family freighter. All things considered, the family is not blind about our own. We recognize the overly ambitious and we move them to places where they can use their ambition to grow. Besides, running the family isn’t so much as being in charge as it is more like being a ringmaster in a circus. Everybody does what they want to do. Grandpa just sees that we don’t bump into each other and that everybody profits.”
 
   “Everybody profits like your putting your share of ownership in Allie’s World as a family asset?” Wright said with a nod.
 
   “Exactly, I may not have anything to do with exploiting the planet, but Grandpa will see that everyone benefits.”
 
   “Okay. I am chastised,” Wright acknowledged. “I guess I would trust them if it were my family. And I trust you, so let’s go see your Aunt Ruth and Uncle…”
 
   Stone said, “Jim. Uncle Jim.” He turned back to the display. “Station: connect this terminal with the Ruby Rock. Let them know Blackmon Stone is calling.”
 
   After a brief silence, the station replied. “Call rejected. No Blackmon Stone on the approved call list.”
 
   Wright said, “Well, we are dead.”
 
   “Station: place the call. Reference code BP277*/S,” Stone said.
 
   “Code inactive; the Ruby Rock has placed hacker protection overrides and contacted the local authorities.”
 
   “Yes, Commander,” Stone sighed. “We are dead. You know, that means I am not Trey anymore. Hunh, you know it feels like a relief. I guess I am not sure I want to be in charge of managing the family fortunes.”
 
   “Fortune,” Wright corrected him. “You shouldn’t use the plural.”
 
   Stone waved a hand. “No. I am pretty sure it is big enough to be plural. Anyway, we will need to do this the hard way.”
 
   He said, “Station: lock this hanger. Do not allow anyone in except the two humans Wright and Stone that are registered and the two pet drascos Jay and Peebee. Please scan and place the hanger under bio-lockout.”
 
   “Why are we locking this up?” Wright asked. “That pod is the only thing in here and without a working engine it isn’t worth the scrap to haul it out of here.”
 
   “The diagrams I have on the engine room bulkhead matched to the data in your p.a. contain enough data to engineer a conversion of a sub-light engine to a hyperspace jump engine. I think that information alone is worth more than this whole station. Anyway, until I find out different, I don’t want that data shared with any station maintenance crew or even any casual thieves looking for anything to steal. Plus, Allie’s World data is on the pod’s navigation computer and that information is worth more than the station and the engine conversion data combined.”
 
   “I bow to your greater wisdom,” Wright said. “I may be a few years older than you, but you have spent more time on stations than I have. I do think the station manager was too curious about our appearance out of nowhere. So, now what? You said we have to do this the hard way?”
 
   “Yes Commander, we have to actually walk around the station and knock on the hatch at the Ruby Rock. Some automated answering machine may not let me through, but Aunt Ruth will have no trouble recognizing me.”
 
   Stone, Wright and the two drascos filed out into the empty corridor. The hatch slammed shut behind them, locking tight. It was a wide corridor with a high ceiling, but it was empty in both directions.
 
   Stone pointed to his left. “Clockwise, Commander. Jay and Peebee, you grab a hold and stay close to me, hear?” He stuck out his hands to each of the drascos.
 
   Jay wonked and grabbed his hand. Peebee was busy looking around at the strange surroundings.
 
   Stone rapped his already bruised knuckles on her head. “Peebee? Grab my hand, okay?”
 
   Peebee wonked and grabbed his hand. Both drascos wonked happily and pulled at Stone in opposite directions.
 
   Suddenly, a couple of uniformed station staffers stepped into sight around the curve of the corridor. Their uniforms clearly identified them as security. The uniform cut and colors may have been different than on other stations, but private security looked the same everywhere. These two were the large type, looking more likely to start a barroom brawl than to stop one.
 
   One of them pulled a truncheon from a ring on his belt and shouted. “Hold up, you two. We have a few questions for you.”
 
   “I guess we weren’t fast enough,” Wright sighed. “Well, we are on the navy time clock again. Let’s see if that helps.” She waved at the approaching men. “I am Full Commander Danielle E. Wright of the Emperor’s navy. What can I do for you gentlemen?”
 
   As the men approached one said, “Stationmaster Brickman wants us to take a look at your ship. You caused some damage to the station and he wants your craft checked out by security from top to bottom.”
 
   “There is nothing for security to be concerned with,” Wright said. “Nothing we did was criminal. He should have sent a maintenance crew if his concern is safety.”
 
   The man said, “We will check. If we decide we need maintenance, we will call them in. What is that?” He pointed his truncheon at Jay.
 
   “It is a pet,” Wright said. “It is not listed as an illegal exotic, so they are not your concern.”
 
   “Yeah, right,” the man said. “Whatever. Open the hatch and we will check out your ship.”
 
   Wright shook her head. “Do you have an Empirical warrant to search this craft?”
 
   “We have orders from the station master. That is all we need,” the man replied.
 
   “No,” Wright answered. “I have introduced myself as an officer in the Emperor’s navy. My spacecraft may not be navy property but it is under my control and my lock. At this point, to search anything in my possession or me would definitely require an Empirical warrant.”
 
   The man raised his truncheon and balanced it on his shoulder like a cricket bat. He said, “Look lady. I don’t care-”
 
   Two loud drasco hisses interrupted him. Jay and Peebee pulled loose from Stone’s hands. Jay rose on her hind legs stretching her neck. Even for a small month old drasco she reached almost three meters high from the deck to the top of her head. She waived her arms, the flaps snapping back and forth. She was shaking her head back and forth hissing loudly. Peebee crouched low to the deck; her body seemed to spread out wide. Her long tail shot over her head. The tail spike rang as it tapped the deck.
 
   Stone stepped between the drascos and the security team. He said calmly, “Gentlemen, I suggest that you lower your weapons and put them away. These are not dangerous creatures unless Commander Wright or I are attacked.”
 
   The men froze. The man who had spoken slowly lowered his truncheon and slipped it into the ring on his belt. The other man bolted, running screaming back up the corridor. Peebee’s tail spike flipped up from tapping the deck and pointed at the first man’s chest, freezing in place. Jay screeched and launched over the frozen man, sailing five of six meters in the air slamming down to the decks meters behind the man.
 
   Jay’s feet slapped the deck as she raced after the fleeing man.
 
   “Jay. Stop. Now!” Stone shouted. “Oh, crap!” She either did not hear him or would not listen. He started to run after Jay.
 
   Wright called to him, “Mister Stone. Stand fast. I need you to stay with me. We need to stay together.”
 
   Stone said, “But-”
 
   “But? Now who is calling whom names?” Wright interrupted with a smile toward the remaining security man. They heard screams coming from around the curve of the corridor. “Sorry Mister Stone, but I don’t think you would have caught up to Jay before she caught up to the man. And we do need to stay together and get to a secure location.”
 
   “Aye, aye, Commander. I mean, yes sir.” He looked at the security officer. “Sir, we want to go to the Ruby Rock at hanger seven. Can you escort us?”
 
   The man nodded, his eyes never leaving Peebee’s tail spike poised inches from his chest.
 
   Stone nodded back. He rapped the drasco on her head to get her attention. “It is okay, Peebee. Put your tail down. We have all seen your tail spike now and it is pretty, but you can put it away.” He reached up and patted her tail.
 
   Peebee started to lower the tail spike when they heard another scream from down the corridor. Peebee’s tail shot back up but she let it fall behind her when Jay trotted back around the curve. The security man was sitting straddle legged across Jay’s back. Jay’s hands pinned his arms to his side. The man bounced and slid about as Jay trotted up to Stone. She slid the man off her back and dropped him at Stone’s feet.
 
   Jay wonked happily as if to say, “Throw him again.”
 
   Peebee wonked sadly as if to say, “It’s not fair, mine didn’t run so I had nothing to fetch.”
 
   Stone looked at the man on the deck. He was staring up at the drascos with near panic in his eyes.
 
   “Come on, man,” Stone said. “They are not going to eat you. They were just playing fetch. Don’t you know enough not to run from a baby drasco?”
 
   “B-b-b-baby?” the man stuttered.
 
   “Of course they are babies,” Wright responded. “Why else would they be this little?”
 
   Stone tsked as he leaned down to help the man up off the deck. The man’s uniform pants were tattered along the inseam as if he had been trapped by an out-of-control power sander. A rash had already begun to form along the inside of his legs and crotch.
 
   Stone tsked again. “Man, that is gonna sting in the morning. You need to get some salve or something to put on that rash.” Stone brushed the man off and helped straighten the rest of his uniform. “Didn’t your momma teach you not to go riding on the back of drascos without a saddle? Man-o-man! It looks like you must have left a couple of layers of skin behind. Hey, my fault for not having them on their leashes. Sorry about that. Add the cost of the salve and a new uniform to our invoice on the hanger, okay? And the first drink is on us tonight, right?”
 
   Wright smiled sympathetically at the man. “The drascos have kind of rough hides, don’t you think? Anyway, we are going to visit friends at hanger seven. I believe you two gentlemen offered to show us the way?”
 
   The first man nodded. “Yeah. Um…sure. Is it okay to move?”
 
   “Oh, it is plenty okay to move,” Stone nodded vigorously. “Just don’t make any real sudden moves or go running off. You know how baby drascos are; they think anything that runs is a chew toy to play with.”
 
   “Chew toy? Um…okay…then. Right this way.” The man turned and started back up the corridor, but his eyes never left Peebee. He walked slowly as if he did not want any confusion about whether he was escorting or running away.
 
   Stone followed, taking Jay and Peebee by the hands. Wright joined them. Jay reached out and grabbed Wright’s hand, pulling her in closer. Wright winced at the drascos grip.
 
   Stone said in the calmest voice he could muster, “Easy on the hands, Jay.” He gave Jay’s hand a gentle squeeze and then held it very loosely to give the drasco the idea. “Don’t forget that you have tougher hides than Commander Wright and your finger talons can scrape if you are not gentle enough with her. We don’t want to break her, okay?”
 
   “I still don’t know how much they understand, but I am sure they get the idea from your tone of voice.” She used her other hand to pull herself free from Jay’s grasp, then re-grabbed the drasco’s hand using a different grip. “Those talons are sharp, aren’t they? But I guess they would have to be to handle the spikes and thorns on everything that grows on Allie’s World.”
 
   Stone nodded, “Having your food fight back can always make you a bit tougher.” He laughed. “Humph, listen to me. You would think I was a rangy old explorer. Except for our short time on Allie’s World the toughest fight I had with my food was moving a jar of pickles to get at the mayo.” He glanced behind them.
 
   The other security man was following along; walking bow legged, trying to keep up. It was obvious his legs were starting to chafe.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
   The corridor was empty until they walked far enough around the curve that the hanger numbers hit forty and started over again at one. There was a loading crew at the hatch to hanger one. They had the huge bay doors open and were operating loaders, skid jacks and tow sleds, moving containers into the hanger and the ship parked inside. A steady stream of lumpers were wrangling boxes and bins from the belly of the ship, cutting across the corridor and dropping out of sight in the freight elevators lining the inner curve.
 
   Shouting and swearing was the order of the day for this crew. The crew was in some sort of jungle mode. Most of the box wranglers were making wild animal noises as they passed each other. A few lumpers, apparently unable to make decent animal noises, were shouting nonsense phrases or bits of song lyrics. Stone could only assume that the phrase ‘git ‘er done’ was meant as encouragement, but it was shouted as if it were an insult.
 
   All of that changed when Wright, Stone and the drascos rounded the curve of the station. In a nano-second the corridor became a silent, staring, morass of jumbled containers and gawking crew.
 
   The first security man glanced at Peebee and held up his arms. “It is okay, people. These creatures are not dangerous, just don’t run. Stand still and clear a path to let us pass.”
 
   The loading crew cleared a path. It was not straight or even, but the lumpers backed away to make a very wide path. The crowd got larger as other loaders and ship’s crew joined the staring crowd. Planet bound people often thought that working on a station where all kinds of creatures came through might make people jaded at seeing odd creatures. However, human space stations did not often play host to any creatures other than humans, or the occasional cat or dog. Horses or cows would have drawn stares, but even the most uneducated loader would have seen pictures or videos of earth animals. Until today, only two humans had ever seen drascos.
 
   A voice whispered from the crowd, “Are those them Hyrocanian things the navy is fighting?”
 
   Another voice whispered back, “No, you moron. I don’t know what the freak those things are.”
 
   Wright spoke to the crowd. “These are baby drascos from the planet Allie’s World. They are not dangerous unless they are attacked or unless you run from them.”
 
   A voice called back, “If those are babies I would hate to meet their momma.”
 
   Wright and Stone both laughed. Stone called back. “Their momma wasn’t but about twice as big as these two but their daddy was really big.”
 
   A woman’s voice said, “Oh my aching eyes. I never…”
 
   Wright said, “Don’t worry, sweetie. Nobody else has ever either.”
 
   They were almost through the crowd when a short fat bald man along the inside of the curve was unable to back up very far because of the press of bodies and containers coming from the freight elevator. He was almost able to reach out and touch Peebee, but it was obvious he had no intention of touching the drasco. He was on the verge of panic when Peebee raised her free right hand and waved it at the man in a happy greeting. She wonked loudly.
 
   The crowd noise ceased.
 
   The man waved back. He looked at his own hand as if it had betrayed him and acted of its own accord. Taking his hand off his loader caused his load to shift. It slid off the platform crashing into the load next to it. Quickly, half a dozen skids were spilled across the deck. None of the loaders moved or spoke. They stayed frozen in place staring at the drascos.
 
   From somewhere in the middle of spilled cargo pile a large red rubber ball bounced free. It hit the deck, bounced off the inner bulkhead and flew at the short fat bald man who had waved.
 
   Stone felt Peebee tense up.
 
   He shouted, “Peebee. No!” just as the bald man reached to grab the ball. Instead of capturing it he slapped the ball sending it bounding across the corridor.
 
   Peebee yanked her left hand free from Stone’s grip and shot after the ball. She wonked loudly as the ball hit the outer curve bulkhead at the edge of the hanger doors. It took a weird bounce and caromed toward the ceiling. Peebee jumped sideways into the air with her tail twisted up. She tapped the ball with her tail spike and volleyed it into her hands. She landed on the deck with a thud. She lost her footing and crashed to the deck. She held on to the ball, rolled to her feet, waved the ball over her head and wonked loudly.
 
   Spontaneous applause broke out from the crowd with shouts of ‘good catch’ and ‘sign it up to the Thunderheads, they need a good receiver’. There were even a few ‘wonks’ shouted from the crowd.
 
   Peebee pranced back to the short fat bald man who had waved at her. The man froze and the crowd suddenly grew quiet again.
 
   Stone started to move between Peebee and the man. But the drasco stopped a few meters from the man. She wonked at the man and held out the ball to him.
 
   “Thanks, but um…no thanks. You can keep it,” the man said.
 
   Peebee continued to hold the ball out to the man, unmoving.
 
   He shook his head, unwilling to reach out to take the ball.
 
   Stone could see the sweat begin to break out on the man’s bald dome.
 
   Peebee rose on her hind legs, stretched her neck toward the ceiling and wonked.
 
   Jay echoed her wonks.
 
   The crowd shrank back, pressing against the corridor bulkhead and dropping farther back into the open hanger.
 
   Stone stepped between the Peebee and the man. He gave the man a friendly pat on the shoulder. “It is okay, pal. She just doesn’t understand that you wanted to give her the ball. She is just trying to give it back.”
 
   The man stuttered, “It ain’t gonna eat me?”
 
   “Nah. She already ate today,” Stone grinned. “Besides, even your girlfriend doesn’t want that job.”
 
   The man rolled his eyes away from Peebee at looked at Stone as if you say ‘You too?’ There were hoots from the crowd.
 
   Peebee dropped to all fours and held out the ball to the man.
 
   “Go ahead and take it, signore. She doesn’t have cooties…or at least none that have infected us yet,” Stone said
 
   The man shook his head ‘no’, his double chin jiggling with the motion but he took the ball anyway.
 
   Peebee wonked and started to turn, but the man held the ball out to the drasco.
 
   He said, “I don’t think anybody is going to miss this one ball. You go ahead and take this.” He held the ball at arm’s length.
 
   “It’s okay, Peebee. You can take the ball,” Stone said.
 
   Peebee tensed up, her eyes never left the ball.
 
   “Sorry, signore,” Stone said with a shrug. “She doesn’t understand you are giving her the ball. Just give it a little toss and let her chase it.”
 
   The man flipped the ball over Peebee’s head. Peebee’s eyes never left the ball as it sailed up, her head swiveling to watch it. At the point where ball started to come back down she did a standing back flip to reverse her direction. No sooner than her feet slapped the deck, she leapt straight at the ball, snagging it in midair. She landed again smoothly on her feet wonking happily as she pranced back to Stone and the man.
 
   The crowd roared with wonks. Even Stone and Wright applauded. Jay wonked back happily, but continued sitting on the deck, never leaving Wright’s side.
 
   Peebee held out the ball to the man again.
 
   Stone shook his head. “No, Peebee. We are late for a meeting. Maybe you can come back and play with your new friend later, but we have to go.” He put his palm on the ball and pushed it back at Peebee.
 
   She wonked questioningly.
 
   “Yes. You can keep the ball. Go show Jay. Go on,” Stone said.
 
   Peebee just stood looking at the ball and looking at the man.
 
   “Commander Wright, if you would call Peebee, please?” Stone asked.
 
   Wright said, “Of course, Mister Stone. Peebee, come here.”
 
   Peebee’s head swiveled around and looked at Wright, who pointed at the deck next to where Jay was sitting.
 
   “Go on, Peebee,” Stone said. He stepped forward and pushed to get her moving. Fortunately the little drasco decided to go show Jay her new toy. Stone was pretty sure he couldn’t make Peebee leave if she didn’t want to go.
 
   A voice shouted from the crowd. “Hey, navy!” A tall lanky female loader raised a blue rubber ball in her hand. “Give this one to the other one, okay? Compliments of first shift Loaders Union 7173.”
 
   A chorus of wonks followed the ball as it arched toward Stone. The woman had thrown the ball in a perfect soft toss. Stone missed the catch completely and it bounced off his chest, ending up in the hands of the man in front of him.
 
   The bald man gently put the ball in Stone’s hands and patted Stone on the shoulder. “That’s okay, boy. I wasn’t much of an athlete until I got older and developed this dancer’s body.” He patted his own belly causing it to jiggle.
 
   Stone raised the blue ball over his head. “Thank you, Loaders Union 7173.” Stone did not know much about sports but everyone in human space knew of the perennially bottom of the league soccer team sponsored by the Loader’s Union. They may have been the worst team year after year, but they had a loyal fan base. He shouted. “Go Union United!” 
 
   The crowd roared with approval.
 
   Stone walked back to Wright. “I think this is what we were talking about when we said we needed to get noticed. Think that’ll do, Commander?”
 
   “Yes, Mister Stone. I am sure we won’t be made to disappear quietly,” Wright grinned.
 
   Stone handed the blue ball to Jay.
 
   The drasco looked at the ball and gave it a gentle squeeze. She bounced the ball on the deck and watched it sail toward the ceiling. Jay stood on her hind legs, stretched her neck and caught the ball in her mouth. She gave the ball a little flip with her head and caught it in her hands. She wonked and shook her shoulders waving the ball around.
 
   Suddenly Jay started a stream of wonks. She shook her head and shoulders, dropping to all four feet where she gave a little dance. Before Stone could stop her she raced back toward the woman who had tossed the ball. Jay skidded to a halt a few meters from the crowd. She held the ball wrapped in an arm flap and waved at the woman with a free hand. When the woman waved back, Jay turned and ran back to Peebee. The two exchanged balls, sniffed them with open mouths and swapped them back. Both drascos tucked the balls in one hand, waved to the crowd in general and wonked happily.
 
   “Okay you two, enough showing off. These people have work to do and schedules to keep. Let’s go,” Stone said.
 
   The little procession continued around the curve of the station corridor. At hanger three the inside freight elevators became farther spread apart. Small shops, restaurants and bars began to fill in the gaps. Most of the businesses were open. The lunch crowd was thick, but little of it was doing the business of lunch.
 
   It started with a few people standing around a burrito stand watching as their little procession walked by. Then there were half a dozen people around a small bookstore/coffee shop. Suddenly there were people lined up two and three deep, each straining to get a good look at the weird new creatures walking by.
 
   The crush of people stayed to the inside of the curve. The areas around the hanger doors were all marked as ‘no walk’ zones. Ship and hangar crews controlled these zones. It might have looked inviting to stand away from the crowd, but everyone knew the rules of station life. It might be dangerous to walk in the marked off zones. Each such section on every station in human space had sensors and alarms to detect intruders, trespassers and the occasional gawker. The design gave crews a broad working space near their hanger doors and gave those crews a bit of privacy on what was their front porch.
 
   “It looks like our parade route is getting broadcast around the station, but the ships must be out of the communications loop,” Wright said. “We haven’t seen more than a few ship crewmen standing around.”
 
   “Commander, I am not sure about that. There was ship’s crew back at hanger one. That whole episode was broadcast ship-to-ship faster than any of the loaders could have relayed the information to their Aunt Sadie on speed dial.” He nodded to a couple of ships crew lounging by their hanger door. They were making a good show of working on a loader jack motor. “Ship’s crews have a reputation to uphold, they are the ones who fly from strange place to strange place. Gawking at weird creatures would wrinkle that reputation.”
 
   “But it is true freighters go to strange places and see strange things.”
 
   Stone snorted. “Sorry, Commander. What freighters see is a series of station after station after station after station after station.” He waved a hand causally at the crowd along the inner curve. “The weirdest thing we see is station crew.”
 
   Someone in the crowd saw the wave and waved back at Stone.
 
   Jay and Peebee waved back. Then they waved at everyone and waved again if anyone waved back. The two drascos held up their balls and tried to show everyone. It was obvious they wanted to play, but Stone and Wright kept moving them along the corridor.
 
   “I am glad those loaders gave them different colored balls,” Wright said. “Now I can tell which is which. Jay has the blue one and Peebee has the red one.”
 
   Stone grinned, “Are you sure they haven’t switched them around by now?”
 
   Wright shook her head. “No…I…well, dang it. I don’t know.”
 
   Stone laughed, “They haven’t switched. I was just checking to see if you were paying attention. Besides you should know who is who. They are twins but not identical.”
 
   Wright laughed with him. “Maybe they are not identical, but they are pretty interchangeable.”
 
   “Commander, next two curves should bring us to the Ruby Rock hanger space.”
 
   “None too soon, Mister Stone. I don’t mind a parade as much as the next girl, however I really need to get cleaned up before the next one.”
 
   The crowd was quickly dwindling away. They were down to a few workers who stopped their tasks to stare and wave at the drascos.
 
   “It looks like we are passing out of a commercial zone, Commander,” Stone said. “This looks like a series of warehouses and long term storage areas. That is exactly the type of hanger space Uncle Jim would have chosen, especially if he has contracts with any specific warehouse company.”
 
   Stone glanced behind him. The station security officer following them was nowhere in sight. He nodded his chin at the man escorting them.
 
   The station officer held one hand to his ear, obviously receiving instructions in an earbud. The man shook his head. He turned to Wright and Stone. “Um well…I got another call. Hanger seven is just a little ways on ahead. Do you think you can find it?” He scurried away before Wright could answer. 
 
   “Commander, have you noticed how quickly we were left alone?”
 
   “No, there are…” Wright looked around. “I thought there were people all around us. I guess not.”
 
   “We are still close enough to those businesses that we should have a few hangers-on following us along the curve for a while.”
 
   “This is unusual?” Wright asked.
 
   “Unusual? Oh, yeah! Middle of the day in a busy part of the station; you would have to work at finding a place to be alone even in a backwater little place like this. Maybe not in the part of the station where we parked the pod, but this is a working part of the station.”
 
   Wright nodded, “Considering how our security escort dried up, I think we should keep our eyes open.”
 
   “Yes sir,” with a grin, he added, “and me without my Captain Allnut space laser pistol.”
 
   The next curve of the corridor brought them into sight of the hanger doors for the Ruby Rock. It also brought them into sight of four men lounging against a warehouse bulkhead. They were trying to look as if they were four loaders taking a lunch break in a quiet spot, all-in-all they were failing miserably. They looked just like what they were: four young fists for hire. At a nod from one of the men they rose to their feet in unison.
 
   They shrank back slightly at the sight of the two drascos, but they emboldened themselves with makeshift clubs and began to spread across the corridor. They ignored the drasco’s waves and slapped their clubs into open palms; a threat easily recognized by the first caveman.
 
   “So much for safety in being seen,” Wright said.
 
   Stone said, “Commander, stay behind Jay. I think-”
 
   A shriek split the air. “Cousin Trey! It is you.” A young girl of about ten years old sprinted through the open hanger doors. She ran between the toughs and launched herself at Stone. She was a mass of bare feet and tangled hair. She wrapped herself around him almost knocking him off his feet. She must not have had her ship’s ident with her because as she crossed the warning line marking the corridor proper from the hanger area she set off the station intruder alarms. Lights flashed and automated voices sang out that station security was on the way.
 
   Jay and Peebee reacted to the alarms in typical drasco style. They dropped their balls, rose up on their hind legs and hissed like broken steam pipes. They puffed out their chests and their arm flaps snapped as they waved their hands. Their tail spikes rang out as they slapped the deck. The talons on their fingers flashed like knives in the harsh light of the corridor.
 
   Cousin Melanie shrieked in horror and buried her face in Stone’s neck.
 
   Stone dropped his cousin Melanie to the deck and stepped between her and the drascos. It seemed Jay and Peebee were confused more by the light and sirens than by Melanie jumping on Stone.
 
   One of the toughs, apparently either much more courageous than his partners or much stupider, raised his club and tried to get around Jay stretching to reach Stone.
 
   Peebee’s hissing stopped in mid ‘ssss’. She dropped to the deck faster than Stone or Wright had ever seen her move. She leaped sideways twisting her double knees. Her body flattened out and her tail shot over her head. The tail spike arrowed straight at the tough’s chest skewering his club neatly in the middle.
 
   The four toughs had almost been ready to run at the sight of the hissing drascos. Peebee’s speed and tail spike did the trick. The men turned and ran.
 
   Peebee still had the man’s club impaled on her tail spike. She drew it back, sniffed it and shoved it in her open mouth. She chewed it a bit as if reflecting on its flavor then spat it out into her hand and tossed it to Jay, who proceeded to stop hissing and plop the club in her mouth to taste.
 
   Stone reached down and patted Melanie on the head, “Do me a favor, couz? Run and pick up those red and blue balls for me.” He pointed at the balls that had bounced down the corridor when Jay and Peebee dropped them.
 
   “You be here when I get back?” Melanie looked up at him.
 
   “Either here or inside, okay?” Stone answered.
 
   The girl raced off. Peebee started to follow then stopped, deciding to try again the taste of the club Jay had just dropped in disgust.
 
   Two men stepped through the hanger doors, each carrying a short-barreled short-stocked shotgun. Stone recognized the style gun as the type his grandfather and father carried for security on stations. It was normally referred to as a coach-gun. Stone was not sure what a coach was or why you would need such a gun to shoot one.
 
   Wright looked at Stone. “Well, Mister Stone. This is your show. Do you know either of those men?”
 
   “No sir. It doesn’t matter if I know them, they are wearing Family Stone patches on their utilities.” Stone joined Peebee in waving at the men. “Gentlemen, I am-”
 
   “We know who you are,” the man in front interrupted. “Or who you appear to be. No offense, signore. If you have business with the Family Stone, I suggest we take it inside and away from the station’s eyes and ears.”
 
   A boy not much younger than Stone, poked his head out of the hanger. “Hey, cousin.”
 
   Stone grinned, “Hey, Jimbo.”
 
   Jimbo shouted, “Melanie, Mom says to get your can back on board before she takes a paddle to your bottom.” He waved at Stone. “Come on. Don’t you know better than to stand around with the door open? You are letting the riffraff in, or out as the case may be.”
 
   Stone looked at the man who had spoken earlier. “Okay with you?”
 
   The man shrugged and gestured in Melanie’s direction. “I am just watching the kid play.” Melanie had collected both balls and was rushing back.
 
   Stone looked at Wright. “Commander, if you would be so kind as to follow me?”
 
   The man said, “Um, what about those two whatever they are things?”
 
   “They go where I go,” Stone said with a smile. He turned to wave at the young girl. She ran toward Stone with the balls, but hesitated getting close to the drascos. He waved at her to throw him a ball. She tossed it in a gentle arc. He missed the catch anyway and had to catch it on the bounce just inside the hanger doors.
 
   Melanie laughed, “Still can’t catch a ball in standard grav, can you?”
 
   Jimbo snorted, “Maybe he can’t, but I bet he can out-catch you in zero gravity, shrimp. Hey Trey, what is wrong with your…um…thing there?”
 
   Peebee was staring at the ball in Stone’s hand. She dropped to all fours ready to leap in any direction. Her face squeezed into a tense almost hostile anticipation. Her body quivering with tension.
 
   “Oh, this is Peebee,” Stone answered. “She is a drasco from a planet called Allie’s World. We own that, by the way.”
 
   Jimbo nodded, “Nice.”
 
   Stone wound up and pitched the ball as hard as he could in the gap between the Ruby Rock and the hanger bulkheads. It bounced off the side of the ship and careened to the hanger bulkhead. Peebee was hot on its trail. She caught it in mid-air and crashed back to the deck with a little wonk.
 
   Jimbo nodded again, “Nice.”
 
   Melanie shrieked, “Way nice! Can I throw this one?” She held up the other ball.
 
   “That one is Jay’s ball,” Stone explained. “You throw it hard and she will bring it back.”
 
   Melanie pouted, “It doesn’t look like she wants to play.”
 
   Jay was sitting at Stone’s feet watching the two crewmen with the shotguns as they closed the hanger doors.
 
   Stone shrugged. “Throw it real hard. Maybe she will chase it, maybe not.” Peebee ran up and dropped the ball at his feet. She was quivering with anticipation. “If not, then you can throw this one for Peebee to chase.”
 
   Melanie reared back and threw the blue ball as hard as she could. It bounced against the hanger bulkhead. Jay had been sitting quietly. The next second she was streaking across the hanger deck.
 
   Rather than race after the ball, trailing it the way Peebee had done, she streaked away at a tangent, leaping up against the side of the Ruby Rock and caught the blue ball as it bounced off the hanger bulkhead.
 
   Melanie squealed with delight.
 
   Looking nonchalant Jimbo said, “Nice. She played the bank shot.” His nod implied he had seen it all and done it all.
 
   Wright and Stone looked at each other. Stone shrugged as if to say ‘why am I surprised?’ The two crewmen backed away as Jay skidded to a stop in front of him.
 
   Jimbo waved to the open airlock of the Ruby Rock. “Come on, couz. Mom will skin us both if we keep dallying around out here in the front yard. She said for me to get your tail inside muy pronto.”
 
   They watched as Melanie threw both balls at the same time. The drascos streaked away.
 
   “Yeah,” Stone said, “No doubt she would do worse if I brought Jay and Peebee on board with me. They aren’t quite fully housebroken yet.”
 
   Melanie squealed, “I can stay out here and watch them. Andy and Alex just locked down the hanger doors so we can’t go anywhere or get lost.”
 
   Wright shook her head. “Mister Stone, I don’t know your Aunt Ruth, but I think she might be more unhappy if you left her daughter alone with Jay and Peebee than if you had to clean up a little drasco droppings.”
 
   Melanie grabbed one ball, taking it from Jay’s mouth and threw it in one direction. She grabbed the other ball Peebee had dropped at her feet and threw it in the other direction, shrieking as she watched the drascos race after the balls.
 
   A disembodied female voice boomed from the ship’s external speakers. “You better believe I will do more than skin you alive if you leave my baby alone with those…whatever they are.”
 
   Wright looked at Stone as if to say, ‘See?’
 
   Aunt Ruth’s voice floated back at them. “And don’t roll your eyes at me, young man. You may be navy but I can still paddle your backsides.”
 
   Stone looked at the ship’s external video pick up and grinned “You probably could Aunt Ruth, then I would have to file charges against you for assaulting a navy officer.”
 
   A chuckle echoed from the speakers, “Yeah, I guess you could.”
 
   “Melanie,” Stone said, “throw them one more time and then we’ve got to go in.”
 
   “Aw. I can watch them, honest.”
 
   Jimbo said, “Yeah, and they would eat you the minute Trey is out of sight.”
 
   Melanie looked wide eyed at the drascos. “Really, Trey? Would they eat me alive?” She threw the balls as hard as she could straight up.
 
   Stone shrugged, “I don’t know.” Along with the others he watched Jay and Peebee bounce from the hanger bulkhead to the side of the ship, leaping upward. Jay streaked past Peebee’s red ball. She slapped it hard with her tail just as Peebee was about to catch it in her mouth. Jay caught her blue ball before gravity could drag it back to the deck. Peebee’s red ball sailed up over the top of the Ruby Rock. Peebee scrambled after it, disappearing for a second then racing back to drop the ball at Melanie’s feet before Jay could get back. “Most likely they would just play you to death. Unless you are careful they can play kind of rough.”
 
   “Then you can just leave them outside alone,” Aunt Ruth said.
 
   Wright said, “Excuse me, Signora Stone. I am Commander Wright. I don’t actually think that is a good idea. These are baby drascos and only a few weeks old. They have imprinted motherhood on Mister Stone. They would not react kindly to being separated from him at this stage of their development.”
 
   “Well, crap!” Aunt Ruth said. “And I suppose you are the foremost expert on baby drascos in all of human space?”
 
   Wright laughed, “Yes signora, I am one of the top two known experts.”
 
   “Okay, get in here. I need you both in my living room, pronto.”
 
   “Yes, Aunt Ruth,” Stone said. He turned to Melanie who was just getting ready to throw the balls again. “Hold up, couz. Maybe we can play catch with them later. You heard your mom. Hand the balls back to Jay and Peebee.”
 
   He took Jay’s head in his hands and breathed into their open mouths. “Melanie, I want you to do just like I did, okay?”
 
   Jimbo nodded. “Let ol’ stinky breath breathe on them as a warning not to poop on Mom’s deck.”
 
   “No, Signore Stone,” Wright said to Jimbo. “That is the way the drascos smell. It helps them to identify friends.”
 
   Jimbo looked at Stone. He hitched a thumb at Commander Wright. “If smell is what it takes, no wonder you two are in good with these critters. Bad breathe and bad b.o. not-withstanding, I kind a figured it was critter identification. Not to mention, of course, you two could use a toother and a shower.”
 
   Aunt Ruth’s voice blared from the speakers. “James Stone Junior. You know better than to speak that way to a guest in our home.”
 
   Jimbo grinned and winked at Wright, careful to keep his face turned away from the video pick up. “She ain’t in our home yet, Ma. She’s just standing on the front porch.”
 
   “Then you know better than to speak to an adult that way, young man.”
 
   “Aw, Ma. How was I to know she is an adult? She don’t look old much older than Trey.”
 
   “You know what I mean, James.”
 
   “But Ma, you don’t think she looks old, do you?” Jimbo managed to hide his grin as he swiveled around to look at the vid pick up.
 
   There was no response.
 
   Jimbo grinned at Stone. “Verbal trap. I got her. She either admits that your Commander Wright looks young enough to not be treated like an adult and that gets me off the hook or she has to insult a female guest and say she looks old, thereby getting me off the hook.”
 
   “Wrong,” Aunt Ruth replied. “I said adult not old. As far as you are concerned ‘adult’ means anyone older than you are. So that is sixteen or up.”
 
   “What? I gotta start checking idents now?” Jimbo asked.
 
   “Okay, but James you go get a mop and a bucket for Trey’s dragon things. Because I don’t care if you are off the hook for being disrespectful to an adult and navy officer if one of those things…drascos...makes a mess on my deck then you are cleaning it up.”
 
   “Okay Jimbo, you breathe on Jay and Peebee. Careful,” Stone said as Jimbo reached out to pet one while he breathed on them. “You have got to watch their hides. They are a bit rough in spots.”
 
   Jimbo slid a hand gently along Peebee’s shoulder. “Crikey, couz. What are these guys made of? They feel like a pile of rusty pig iron.”
 
   “They are just about as tough as pig iron,” Stone said. “Don’t let them rub up against you.” They trooped through the open airlocks and into the ship. “You could lose a couple of layers of skin if you aren’t careful.”
 
   “I think they’re cute,” Melanie pouted. “I’ll bet they are big enough to ride.”
 
   Commander Wright said, “They are baby drascos Miss Stone. Their hides are still kind of tender. They will toughen up as they get older. Even now they would not be comfortable to ride on without a very durable saddle of some sort.”
 
   Melanie brightened up, “I got a saddle.”
 
   Wright asked, “Bovine leather? I mean cowhide?”
 
   Melanie nodded.
 
   “Sorry, Melanie,” Stone said. “It would probably be shredded in no time on these two. Besides you have seen them chasing those balls. They bounce around turning on a pinhead so quick you would need to strap yourself in to hang on.”
 
   “I could add a couple of straps to my saddle,” Melanie said, her voice becoming thoughtful. “I know I could design-”
 
   “Design nothing, Mel.” Aunt Ruth stood in an archway and interrupted. “You and Jim have had enough of a break. You have homework to do.”
 
   Jimbo and Melanie said in unison. “Aw Mom-”
 
   “I don’t want to hear ‘aw Mom’ from you two. Shag your rear ends back to your cabins and get to it. I will check it later.”
 
   “Jimbo, study your math hard,” Stone said.
 
   Jimbo laughed, “You always had trouble with math. Besides that is what my p.a. is for. If I can’t figure it out then I just let the p.a. handle the math.”
 
   Stone shook his head. “Trust me. Study the math.”
 
   “You heard your cousin, young man,” Aunt Ruth ordered.
 
   “As you wish, your Ladyship,” Jimbo said. “Commander Wright, it was a pleasure to make your acquaintance. I hope you will be staying with us for awhile? And you, couz, it is good to have you back among the living.” He turned his sister by the shoulder and they scooted down a side corridor.
 
   Aunt Ruth reached out and drew Stone into a hug. “I am glad you are here too, Trey. Your mother is going to be so happy to have you back.”
 
   Stone hugged her back as hard as he could. “Quad, I have never been so happy to be anywhere in my life.”
 
   She pushed him away. “Sorry. Jim Junior was right. You do need a toother and a shower. And from the looks of it you both could use some new uniforms. I didn’t think those navy utilities tore that easy.”
 
   A male voice called out from the living room, “They don’t, Ruth. I really need to talk to those two before you hustle them off to get cleaned up.”
 
   Aunt Ruth led them into the main cabin. It had been converted to look like the living room on a farmhouse with hard wood decks and calico curtains.
 
   “Oh my! I love this décor,” Wright exclaimed. “It is almost like home.”
 
   Aunt Ruth smiled, “Thank you, Commander. It is designed after my husband’s childhood home. He grew up on a farm on a little planet near the Ursis Major cluster.”
 
   “No! Really? So did I,” Wright said.
 
   “Well, it is a small galaxy after all,” Aunt Ruth said. “I am sure you never heard of it, a little planet named Colorado?”
 
   “You’re kidding?” Wright stared. “That is where I was born.”
 
   The man in the room said, “Old home week then, Commander Wright. You will have to talk it over with James when he gets back aboard.”
 
   “Okay, sorry, “Aunt Ruth said. “Commander Wright and Midshipman Stone, this obnoxious half-overweight goofball is none other than Ivan Storovitch. Actually Trey, I think you know Mister Storovitch?”
 
   Stone stuck out his hand to shake. “I am sorry, signore. I am not that good with faces and the name doesn’t ring any bells. But any friend of Quad’s is a friend of mine.”
 
   “We have met but you were about four years old the last time I saw you,” Storovitch said, clasping Stone’s hand tightly. “I wouldn’t expect you to remember. Commander Wright, please forgive me for interrupting the world renounced Stone hospitality. I am sure James and Ruth would have you showered, dressed and fed dinner by now if I hadn’t insisted we meet as soon as you could get here.”
 
   “I heard that ‘renounced’, you turd,” Aunt Ruth said. “I will not have my hospitality dismissed so easily.” She spoke into her p.a. “Brenda, we are not moving to the dining room just yet. Bring some drinks and goodies into the living room.” She turned to the group. “Everyone sit. Even me, Mister Storovitch, because I am not leaving no matter what you have to discuss with these two.”
 
   Before Storovitch could answer a young teenage girl came into the room. She was short and muscular. She put down the tray of drinks, stood over Stone and glared down at him.
 
   Finally she said, “Trey, don’t you ever die on me again!”
 
   “Hola, Cinco. Good to see you too,” Stone said.
 
   “Damn skippy!” Brenda said. “Do you know your mom and my mom were bailing on the command structure? Grandpa was about to move me from five to two. I would have never gotten to go to medical school. Jim Junior and Melanie were moving up to Trey and Quad.”
 
   “Sorry cousin. I will try to be more careful next time,” Stone laughed.
 
   “I don’t know why I would expect you to change,” Brenda snorted. She pointed a stubby finger at Stone’s chest. “You drink the green juice. Commander Wright, if it would please you, the green drink is a fruit juice mixture but I have fortified it. Ship scanners are showing both of you haven’t exactly been eating nutritiously.”
 
   Brenda turned to go but stopped and continued, “I have some snacks I will bring in for you two. Mom and Signore Storovitch have already eaten but I imagine the good signore could choke down another piece of pie?” She froze in mid step. “What the heck are those?”
 
   “Those are your cousin’s things…pets…whatever,” Aunt Ruth said. “Brenda, I know you have been stuck in the kitchen, but these are the drascos that were all over the station broadcasts. And you need to watch your language, Cinco. You may not be moving up to second place in the command structure but you are my oldest daughter and still number five.”
 
   “If I ever saw a creature worthy of curse words it would be them,” Brenda snorted. “How do I get past them through the door?”
 
   “Sorry, Cinco,” Stone said. He pulled out a golden ooze bar and sliced two slivers with his survival knife. “Jay, you sit here and Peebee, you sit next to her quietly, okay?” He was pleased the drascos scuttled quickly to where he indicated. He knew they were not obeying him as much as he was gesturing where to sit with the drasco equivalent of a candy bar.
 
   Aunt Ruth looked at the ooze bar. “Survival rations? Is that what you two have been eating?”
 
   Wright shook her head. “Not exactly, Signora Stone. That is just boiled down tree sap. It isn’t digestible by humans. We have been eating drasco jerky, a few berries and some tubers.”
 
   Brenda looked startled. “Those nightmare creatures? That is what you have been eating?”
 
   Stone laughed. “Believe me it was a welcome relief after a week on survival bars. Once you get past the slightly rancid flavor, drasco turns out to be only marginally better than starving to death.” He looked at his Aunt Ruth. “Quad, speaking of death, I suppose the navy reported we were dead?”
 
   Aunt Ruth looked at Storovitch and cocked an eyebrow.
 
   “I guess I didn’t properly introduce myself,” Storovitch said. “Mister Stone, you may have heard your parents mention me?”
 
   Stone shook his head. “I am sorry, signore. The name really isn’t familiar.”
 
   “How soon they forget! Have you heard them mention an old friend named Maggot?” Storovitch asked.
 
   Stone looked surprised. “Maggot? Oh yeah, all the time. He was Dad’s best man at their wedding and he introduced them. He was in the army with Dad and he was the one that got them into trouble on-”
 
   Storovitch raised his hand to interrupt. “That’s me. I want you to know that I got them out of trouble too. Now I am the agent in charge of Empire’s Military Investigative Service on Brickman’s Station.”
 
   “You are the E.M.I.S. Agent?” Wright asked.
 
   Before Storovitch could answer Stone said, “I thought Dad said you were still in the army.”
 
   Storovitch replied, “Well Mister Stone, technically I am in the army but I am not really. For that matter, your dad was never in the army either.”
 
   “Yes he was,” Stone said. “I have seen the vids and he even put on his old uniform once to show me.”
 
   “This is just between the EMIS and the Stone family, right?” Storovitch replied with a smile. “Well Mister Stone, you ask your father to show you his navy lieutenant’s uniform when you see him next. Or maybe his marine lance corporal’s uniform.”
 
   Stone said, “I don’t understand, Signore Storovitch.”
 
   “You go ahead and call me Maggot, son,” Storovitch replied. “I was in the room when your parents had you circumcised so I guess that qualifies you to drop the Signore. Listen Mister Stone, the Empire’s Military Investigative Service is an organization authorized by the Emperor to track down and stop crime in all branches of the military. We can assume any rank in any service that we desire. When we do so we are a part of that branch and are fully functioning members. Your father and I worked together on many cases. He was the best the EMIS has seen in a hundred years. At least he was until your mother dragged him away to married drudgery on some old freighter.”
 
   Before Stone could interrupt him, Maggot held up a warning hand. “That is all old history. We need to take care of you two. The Periodontitis reported you as having been killed in a pod accident in hyperspace or murdered, depending on who tells the story.
 
   “I took the report from Admiral Shalako. I could have passed the news through channels, but I knew James and Ruth were here. I have known your Aunt Ruth almost as long as your mother. So I came and reported your death to them. Together we composed a message to your parents and your grandparents. I filed all the appropriate documents and tagged them for the Periodontitis’ investigation file. That was three weeks ago. I just received confirmation of message receipt from your grandfather.”
 
   “Then Mom and Dad think I am dead?” Stone asked.
 
   Maggot nodded, “Son, everybody thinks you are dead. And I mean everybody. I would like to keep it that way until I get your side of the story. I am not sure it is possible with the parade you two performed coming up Brickman’s corridor.”
 
   “Signore Storovitch, someone tried to kill us,” Wright responded. “If it were known we was still alive then they might try again. We decided…no! I decided the more conspicuous we are the harder it would be to make us just disappear again.”
 
   Maggot said, “Commander, I am not criticizing your actions. Still, if it had been me, I might have called for help.”
 
   Wright shot back. “Call who? Should we have called the Empire’s Military Investigative Service? We made that call. You were not there, you’re still not there; you are still out to lunch. And for all we knew you are involved with whoever tried to kill us. Who else was there? The Stone family? Tried that, but Midshipman Stone is dead, remember. The call was refused.”
 
   Maggot held up his hands in surrender. “I give. You are right. It was the phone call that alerted us to your presence on the station. The auto answer system shut you down but instead of a call going to station security authorities, I had a patch shunting all calls using either of your names to my p.a. We did a quick vid check and saw your march around the corridor.”
 
   Stone raised his hand for attention. “Signore Stor…Maggot, may I ask why you are here with my family?”
 
   “He is a guest in my home, young man,” Aunt Ruth said. “He is a very old friend of mine and both of your parents. He is always welcome and that is not to be questioned.”
 
   Stone shook his head, “No, Quad. Someone tried to kill me. Nothing and no one outside of me, my family and Commander Wright is without question. No. And I will pull family rank if I have to.”
 
   “He is right, Ruth,” Maggot said. “If I were in his position I wouldn’t even trust family. But then I don’t trust my family anyway. Mister Stone, I was here to request, beg, and or plead for a ride to Lazzaroni Station. Your grandfather has called for a gathering of all of the family for your funeral. I wanted to be there. Ruth invited me to stay for lunch.”
 
   Stone turned pale. “My…?”
 
   “Yes, Mister Stone,” Maggot nodded. “Your funeral, that is what they give people who are dead. Commander Wright, I understand, as of the last I heard, your mother had not announced any plans for your memorial service.”
 
   Wright said with a grin, “I am sorry for that. I would have liked to go. Can we get a message to Mom saying I am still alive?”
 
   “Commander, I will send a message myself if you insist,” Maggot said.
 
   Wright said, “Insist? Oh, right. You still want to try and keep it a secret that we are still alive. No, I won’t insist. Instead send her a belated birthday message from Trudy.”
 
   “Trudy?” Maggot asked.
 
   Wright nodded, “Yep. Trudy was my favorite goat. Mom and I used to laugh about me treating Trudy as if she were my sister. It is kind of like a family code. Trust me Mom will know it is from me.”
 
   Brenda dropped a tray of sandwiches on table and sat at her mother’s feet.
 
   Maggot spoke into his p.a. for a minute. “I have done as you have requested. I really need to get your side of what was going on. We need to see if we can flush out whoever is behind your attempted murder before they find out you are still alive.”
 
   “Not likely they don’t know,” Aunt Ruth snorted. “Those goons outside the hanger door weren’t your typical mugger types. They were sent by someone.”
 
   Maggot nodded. “That means it is someone on the station, whatever is going on is not limited to the Periodontitis. The ship is at the heart of what is going on. However, the shipside part of the conspiracy may not know you two have been resurrected from the grave.”
 
   Stone reached forward, grabbed a sandwich and winced slightly having forgotten about his cut and bruised hands. They were comfortably numb until he grabbed something. He ignored the pain and with a sigh shoved the sandwich into his mouth. It was liverwurst with mayo on rye bread. He hated liverwurst with mayo on rye bread, but it was the best sandwich he had eaten in weeks.
 
   “Freeze, you moron,” Brenda shouted.
 
   Everyone froze.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
   Brenda leapt to Stone’s side. “What is wrong with your hands?”
 
   “Just the aftermath of working hard for a living, “Stone said with a shrug, speaking around a mouthful of sandwich. “You ought to try it some time.”
 
   “Shut up, idiot,” Brenda said. “Don’t you know to put something on cuts like these? Who knows what infections might be setting in?”
 
   Stone grinned at his cousin. “Nice bedside manner, Doc Cinco. There wasn’t anything on the planet to put on these cuts except drasco spit.” He meant to just gesture to the drascos sitting next to him, but his hand got too close to Peebee. She grabbed his hand with her mouth and held it there. “See? Drasco spit.”
 
   Brenda grimaced, “That is disgusting. You stay here until I go get a medkit. You too, Commander. You both need deep medscans.”
 
   Aunt Ruth shook her head in resignation. “She is going to be a terror when she really gets some real medical training.”
 
   Stone asked, “Well, what were we talking about before Brenda jumped in…oh yeah…we already knew people other than navy personnel were involved in the thefts on the Periodontitis.” He explained about finding the sand and rocks in shipping containers on third watch leading to their ‘murder’.
 
   “Well, that dovetails into the investigation I have already been running against the Periodontitis,” Maggot replied. “It would take more than a few people to manage such theft. It would take more than the buyer and the seller. You would need people in accounts payable, in procurement, in receiving, in warehousing and in disposal. Now all we need is proof, some documentation. I could have squeezed the people the navy grabbed for your murders, but I didn’t have the holding facility for both of them without using station security facilities and I don’t trust anyone on this station right now. I need to send a message to Tamvor Station to have the E.M.I.S. agents grab them up at the Periodontitis’ next stop.”
 
   Stone looked at Wright, then he looked at Maggot. “They caught them?”
 
   The E.M.I.S. agent nodded. “Yes, Mister Stone. I have the report here. They nabbed a couple of marines named, let’s see… First Lieutenant Vedrian and a Second Lieutenant Hammermill.”
 
   “What!?” Both Stone and Wright shouted.
 
   “No way, Maggot,” Stone said. “Aunt Ruth, I know Allie. There is no way she did this. She’s…” his voice trailed off.
 
   “I agree with Mister Stone,” Wright said. “First Lieutenant Allie Vedrian is my friend and she is Mister Stone’s girlfriend.”
 
   Stone blushed.
 
   Maggot called up Allie’s service video and set it to broadcast. Her hologram appeared in the middle of the room. Allie was dressed in full dress blues and receiving the Emperor’s Cross for Combat Gallantry. The dress uniform did not do anything to hide her physique.
 
   Maggot whistled softly.
 
   “I agree,” Aunt Ruth said. “Nice catch, Trey. However, your youthful hormones aside, are you sure she wasn’t just using you. No offense, but sometimes you young boys don’t think with your brains.”
 
   “I am not a young boy,” Wright answered instead of Stone. “Allie is my friend. I trust her.” 
 
   “Okay,” Maggot nodded. “We will set it aside for now. What about this other marine, Hammermill?”
 
   “Hammer is my friend,” Stone said. “He has been there for me, helped me. I can’t believe he would try to kill me.”
 
   “Okay, I will buy that for now,” Maggot said thoughtfully. “It may be someone on the Periodontitis is looking for a patsy or a fall guy. The initial reports said Hammermill enlisted Vedrian’s help to get rid of Mister Stone because Hammermill was jealous. According to the reports I got, Commander Wright and Lieutenant Hammermill were having an affair and Midshipman Stone had come between them.”
 
   Wright laughed. “Come on, Agent Storovitch. Call up Hammermill’s service video.”
 
   Second Lieutenant Hammermill’s hologram sprang into existence in middle of the room. He was standing drenched in mud and gore on the middle of some battlefield. His massive muscles flexed across his neck and arms as he worked excess adrenalin out of his system. He noticed the camera taking his vid. He gave the cameraman a wide grin. It was a flash of bright white teeth. Then he gave the cameraman a universal single digit salute. The vid froze as Hammermill twisted at some small noise, his shirt flying open to show rippling muscles tensing for combat. Nothing in the video explained why the marine was fighting without his combat armor.
 
   Brenda stepped into the room. She gave a quiet low whistle that was almost an echo of Maggot’s earlier tuneless whistle of appreciation. “I think I will join the marines.” She moved to sit on the deck next to Stone’s feet. She took the hand not in Peebee’s mouth and began to slather a salve on his palm making tsking noises.
 
   Wright nodded, “I agree, Signorina Stone.” She stood up and walked next to Hammermill’s video. “I would climb into bed with this stack of manliness in a nanosecond, but…” She had a look on her face  defying anyone to vocalize the obvious mismatch. “You don’t have to say it. Hammer could have anyone on the Ol’ Toothless he wanted. He is a nice guy; I am just not in his class.”
 
   Both Allie and Hammermill’s holograms faded from view. It felt as if they had just left the room.
 
   She held up a hand to stop Stone from speaking. “I know what I look like Mister Stone. I am pretty enough in my own way plus I am old enough to be his mother…well, maybe an older sister. Sorry, I don’t buy it. What I do buy is Allie would have been willing to rip the head off anybody who went after Mister Stone! And from what I know, where Vedrian leads Hammermill follows.”
 
   “It sounds like someone locked them up to shut them up,” Aunt Ruth said.
 
   Maggot nodded. “Okay. How do we prove it. So far all we have is Mister Stone’s word about the phony shipments and about what went on.”
 
   Stone said, “Um…what about my p.a.? I have it all recorded.”
 
   Maggot looked stunned, “You recorded what? You had your p.a. record the attack on you and Commander Wright?”
 
   Stone shook his head. “No, Agent Storovitch. I have my whole time aboard the Ol’ Toothless rerecorded from day one.”
 
   “Of course you did,” Aunt Ruth grinned. “Grandpa’s rules: record everything now. You can wipe what you don’t need later.”
 
   Stone, Aunt Ruth and Brenda said in unison. “In twenty years or so.”
 
   “Everything?” Maggot asked.
 
   Stone nodded along with Aunt Ruth and Brenda. He said, “It is a family habit. Besides look at me, Maggot. If the Hammer wanted to kill me he wouldn’t need to shove me into a pod and push it into hyperspace.”
 
   The living room grew very quiet as Aunt Ruth, Brenda and Maggot realized the two people with them had survived hyperspace in a non-hyperspace capable ship.
 
   Maggot cleared his throat. “That in itself is another whole investigation. Let me see your p.a.?”
 
   “It won’t work,” Wright shook her head. “They wiped it when they killed us.”
 
   Stone shrugged, “Well Commander, that is not strictly true. They did wipe all of the memory they could see but there is a backup memory system bulkheaded off. I can’t get at it. Aunt Ruth can or Brenda for that matter. They have the family’s unlock codes in their p.a.s.”
 
   Wright said, “You didn’t tell me that, Mister Stone.”
 
   “I apologize, Commander Wright. These are prototype models by a company the family owns. They are kind of a family secret.”
 
   Brenda said, “Until now. Give it here, Trey.”
 
   Stone dropped the personal assistant into her hands. She snapped a line from her p.a. into a port on his p.a., spoke a quick command, glanced at the small display and winced. “Sorry, Trey, but I don’t think Grandpa’s rules should include taking this into the toilet with you. Come on, couz. There are some things you should wipe…no pun intended.” 
 
   She tossed Stone’s p.a. to Maggot. “Memory has been restored.”
 
   “Not that we were relying on this,” Stone said. “I am sure Grandpa has downloaded my last days on the Ol’ Toothless by now.”
 
   “You e-mailed back up to the Golden Boulder?” Aunt Ruth asked.
 
   “Of course. It won’t have the attack on Commander Wright and me, but it has almost everything else up to that point. I had just e-mailed a letter to Dad and Mom in the elevator on the way up to see Commander Wright. I attached an updated backup as a matter of habit. The message would have sat in a queue in the Periodontitis’ communications stream to be broadcast the minute they did a hyperjump into normal space.”
 
   “Unless whoever is in charge thought to wipe your message from the queue,” Maggot said. “Still, if it did go your dad and mom will have access to this data?”
 
   Stone nodded, “They probably knew I was in trouble before I turned up dead.”
 
   “Oh crap!” Maggot said. “I don’t think they know what they unleashed with your dad.”
 
   “My dad?” Stone said in surprise.
 
   Both Aunt Ruth and Maggot nodded.
 
   Aunt Ruth said, “Your dad is likely to take the Periodontitis apart weld by weld and ask questions later. It looks like you have a couple of tough marine friends. Your Dad is much more dangerous.”
 
   “That means we are just going to have to work faster,” Maggot said. “How do I access your data, Mister Stone?”
 
   “Access granted,” Stone spoke as if to the air in general. He said. “I suggest you just back up through the last twenty-four hours. That will give you most of the relevant data. One question first: are Commander Wright and I dead?”
 
   Brenda snorted but Maggot nodded. “Officially no,” he said, “you two were dead for quite some time, but according to navy regulations you were resurrected when you called into my office.”
 
   “Well, that will have to do,” Stone said. “What about that pod we came in on? It is navy property?”
 
   Maggot replied with a question. “No. Why?”
 
   “Never mind why, Agent,” Stone said. “How did the navy write it off?”
 
   Maggot checked his p.a. “The official report has it lost in hyperspace transit. I still want to know why.”
 
   Stone said, “I will tell you if you tell me why you have such a minor equipment loss report in your p.a. memory instead of having to request the data from a navy database.”
 
   “I have a couple of real stupid low-level criminals who always seem to have way too much money every time the Periodontitis leaves port. That tells me something is going on, so I started checking around. There is too much money flowing around that ship. The first rule of criminal investigations is ‘follow the money’.”
 
   “Aunt Ruth, we need to get that old pod from hanger thirty-six into one of your holding bays,” Stone said. “Commander Wright and I have laid salvage claim to it.”
 
   “Are you sure it is worth the effort?” Aunt Ruth asked.
 
   Stone pulled his hand out of Peebee’s mouth. He flexed his fingers and held up one finger. “First: Commander Wright and I made not one, not two, but three hyperspace jumps in a beat up old navy escape pod without a hyperspace jump capable engine. That doesn’t count a conversion back to sub-light and then back again to hyperspace capable. The diagrams and engine modification specifications are in Commander Wright’s p.a. and they are scrawled on the bulkhead of the engine compartment. Not to mention the engine is worth more than this whole back water station. Agreed?”
 
   “Yes Trey, I agree. We need to contain that knowledge to the family,” Aunt Ruth said.
 
   “Yes. However, it is knowledge jointly owned by the Stone-Wright Partnership,” Stone said.
 
   “We are senior?” Aunt Ruth asked.
 
   Wright grinned. “Yes Signora Stone, you are 65% owners. I only get 25% according to Mister Stone.”
 
   “The other 10% goes to Alberto?” Aunt Ruth asked.
 
   “Who?” Wright asked.
 
   “Alberto,” Aunt Ruth said in an offhand manner. “You know, the Emperor.”
 
   Wright looked stunned. “You call the Emperor by his first name?”
 
   “Well, I did when we used to date before I got married to James,” Aunt Ruth laughed. “He never said to stop so why not? He is a real person not some kind of deity. And since we are in business together you should call me Ruth, okay?”
 
   Wright looked at Stone in amazement, “She calls the Emperor by his first name?”
 
   Stone shrugged, “I wouldn’t try it unless he says it is okay, but yeah like she said, he is a real person.”
 
   “Point two, Trey?” Aunt Ruth prompted.
 
   Stone held up a second finger. “Two. We discovered a planet that is a very short jump from here.” He pointed at the drascos. “That is where we picked up the girls. It is habitable and completely uninhabited by any civilization. The coordinates are in the pod’s navigation system and on Commander Wright’s p.a.”
 
   “A whole planet? That will make Marvin and Vance happy. They haven’t had a fresh planet to carve up in a couple of years.” Aunt Ruth looked at Wright. “Same partnership?”
 
   Wright nodded.
 
   “Sounds fair to me,” Aunt Ruth said. She opened the comms on her personal assistant. “Jim Junior, grab Alex and the sled in bay Bravo-Six. Get over to hanger thirty-six and drag the pod there back here. Take Andy with you and make sure they have their coach-guns with them. Defense only but I want that pod in the bay within the hour.”
 
   “Okay, Mom.” Jimbo reported over the comms.
 
   “On the way, Ruth,” Andy and Alex responded together.
 
   “I better go too,” Stone said. “I put a bio-lock on the hanger. Jimbo won’t be able to get in.”
 
   “Good thinking, Trey. But you can’t leave your two little dragons here alone.”
 
   “Drascos, Aunt Ruth. Not dragons.”
 
   “I don’t care what you call them. I don’t care if they look like they are asleep right now. You can’t leave them alone here,” Aunt Ruth said.
 
   Maggot said, “Besides I need you here to decipher what I am seeing in some of these segments.”
 
   “I can go,” Commander Wright volunteered. “I can get past the bio lock outs.”
 
   “I really should go,” Stone said. “Jay and Peebee left kind of a mess in the middle of the hanger deck that I have to clean up.”
 
   “Crap!” Aunt Ruth exclaimed.
 
   “Exactly,” Stone laughed.
 
   “You and your grandpa’s rules!” Aunt Ruth exclaimed. “Jim Junior, take a bucket and a mop. Clean up the pile of drasco crap in the middle of the hanger deck.”
 
   “Aw, Mom!”
 
   “‘Aw Mom’ nothing,” Aunt Ruth said. “Andy, you make sure Jim Junior cleans it up himself and doesn’t convince Alex to do it for him. And Commander, the last thing you do before you leave is to log out on the register. Have the invoice paid by our family account, but make sure it is listed as Stone-Wright Partnership. I will have you and the corporate entity added to the family account before you get there.”
 
   Jimbo stuck his head in the door. “Commander Wright, if you would follow me please?”
 
   “I will be back as soon as I can,” Wright said. She grabbed a sandwich with each hand and rushed out the door.”
 
   “Brenda, call your father,” Ruth said. “Tell him to wrap up whatever he is doing and get the container loads ready for attachment. I think we need to get to Lazzaroni as soon as we can. We might be able to get there before a message can reach them about Trey being among the living.”
 
   “No, Ruth,” Maggot said.
 
   “No? You can’t tell me ‘no’ on my own ship.”
 
   “No, but I can prevent you from taking Mister Stone with you. I need him and Commander Wright with me.”
 
   “I thought you were going with us to Trey’s funeral,” Aunt Ruth asked.
 
   Stone laughed, “That sounds like fun.”
 
   “It is not funny young man. Your family is hurt by your loss,” Aunt Ruth said.
 
   “Sorry, I guess it is not really funny.”
 
   “I am sorry too, Ruth,” Maggot said. “Mister Stone and I are not going to Lazzaroni Station. I hope you and James can change your plans. We need to go to Tamvor Station after the Periodontitis. When word gets to them that they didn’t kill Mister Stone, the guilty may bolt and I will never find them.”
 
   “Do you have help at Tamvor Station?” Stone asked.
 
   Maggot shook his head. “No Mister Stone, not much. They only have four or five agents there. Most of them will be on field assignments. My plan is to place someone we trust in command of the Periodontitis at Tamvor Station and have them take the whole shooting match under lockdown to the Lazzaroni system. There is an Empire’s Military Investigative Service Regional Office there. Plus, there are enough non-involved navy personnel there to call in as back up.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan, Maggot,” Stone said. “I want to be there when you lock up those S.O.B.s that killed Commander Wright and me.”
 
   “But you don’t need Trey,” Ruth said. “I would like to take him to Lazzaroni to head off his father before he does something stupid. You know he won’t believe anything unless he sees it with his own eyes.”
 
   Maggot shook his head, “Send a message, use family codes, whatever. I do need Mister Stone with me. Look at this video.” He called up a file on Stone’s p.a. The hologram appearing in the living room showed four figures racing down a corridor. Two grabbed Stone and slapped a drug patch on his neck. The other two grabbed Commander Wright putting a patch on her neck. One man grabbed Stone and Wright’s p.a.s and tossed them to another man. The video went blank as they dropped the p.a.s into a black bag. Maggot froze the hologram.
 
   “Okay, Mister Stone. Your personal assistant identifies this man as your direct supervisor Second Lieutenant Vaarhoo. It does not identify these other three. Do you know them?”
 
   Stone looked carefully at the three men. One was an officer and two were enlisted ratings. He pointed at one of the men. “That one I only know by the nickname Skippy. He works…worked for Commander Wright. I don’t recall ever seeing the others. Maybe Commander Wright will recognize them.”
 
   “I will ask her when she gets back. My point is, without this recording I am unable to distinguish them from navy personnel who were not involved,” Maggot said.
 
   “Neither would I until now,” Stone shrugged. “I knew Lieutenant Vaarhoo was a jerk. I figured he knew what was going on. I never imagined he would physically attack me.”
 
   “I can identify these four for sure, but I have no other way to separate who is and who isn’t involved. No one knows how deep or how high this goes into the command structure of the Periodontitis. That is why I need you to go with me to clean this up.”
 
   Stone grinned, “Aye, aye, sir. Midshipmen are made just to clean up other peoples messes.”
 
   “Thank you for agreeing, Mister Stone. My plan is to put you in command of the whole ship.”
 
   “What! I am a midshipman. I can’t run a navy ship,” Stone shouted. Peebee and Jay jumped up and started to hiss.
 
   “Quiet, you two,” Stone said. He reached out a hand. Jay grabbed it in her hand and sat back down.
 
   Maggot had gone pale at the sight of the drascos jumping up. “I think I made a mess in my britches.” He relaxed slightly as Peebee dropped back to the deck and fell asleep again.
 
   “Sorry, Maggot,” Stone said. “They react when I get upset. You know you can’t put a midshipman in command. What about the admiral?”
 
   “A preliminary review of your data doesn’t eliminate the admiral from any involvement. I couldn’t trust him to get us to Lazzaroni Station if he is culpable in theft and attempted murder.”
 
   “It is murder. It is not just attempted murder,” Stone said.
 
   “What?” Aunt Ruth said. “You aren’t dead; neither is Commander Wright.”
 
   “No,” Stone said. “However, the midshipman I replaced was listed as a suicide. I believed it was suicide right up until I woke up on a pod in the middle of hyperspace.” He looked at Maggot. “Do you want to bet he wasn’t all that suicidal?”
 
   “No. No bet. That is why we have to get the ship and crew intact to Lazzaroni Station so we can investigate everything. And it is why I have to have an officer in command I can trust to get the Periodontitis to the Lazzaroni System.”
 
   “What about Commander Wright?” Aunt Ruth asked.
 
   “No,” both Stone and Maggot said in unison.
 
   “She isn’t in the command structure. She is a veterinarian and the rank is really just a courtesy rank,” Stone finished.
 
   “A vet? Really? I wonder if…” She palmed on her comms. “Hey Mel. Get Oliver down to sick bay. Trey’s friend is a veterinarian. Maybe we can get her to look at your dog and see if she can fix why he is throwing up and can’t eat. Brenda, meet me on the bridge. Prep the Ruby to lift off as soon as Jim Junior gets back with the sled. We will pick up Dad when we lock on the containers we have parked in orbit.” She looked at the two men. “You two stay here and figure your military stuff out. I am going to lay a course to Tamvor Station. You know, I hate that dump, but if we have to go there then we have to go.”
 
   “Okay, Maggot. I get why we have to get the Ol’ Toothless to the Lazzaroni System. But it is a big ship. Not everybody can be involved. There must be a higher ranking officer we can trust.”
 
   “I am sure there is crew that is not involved. Who do we choose? Before we investigate how can we be sure that who we choose is not involved with Vaarhoo? And we can’t do a thorough investigation until we get to Lazzaroni. We can do preliminary checks but nothing in-depth.”
 
   “How about choosing a First Lieutenant Aldamani? I met him and his parents. They were nice people. Aldamani’s father was ex-navy. I can’t believe their son would be a thief and a murderer.”
 
   “Aldamani? Let me check.” Maggot scanned through the notes on his personal assistant. “Here. This guy?” He showed Stone a quick vid.
 
   “Yes, that’s him. I met his parents Vedrus and Emiline Aldamani before I signed on board the Periodontitis.”
 
   Maggot shook his head. “Aldamani’s service record says he is an orphan. His parents died in a flitter crash when he was a small boy. You say their names were Emiline and…Vedrus? Would that be these two?”
 
   He flashed another vid.
 
   Stone nodded, “Maggot, I don’t get it. Those look like police mug shots. These are nice people.”
 
   “They are mug shots. This is Emiline Yassova. She runs one of the biggest crime syndicates in this region of space. The man is Vedrus Oorta. He is her bodyguard slash hit man slash lover. If they are taking a personal interest in the Periodontitis then this is a bigger operation than I thought it was. These are not nice people.”
 
   “I can see why it would be difficult to find someone on board you can trust. But surely there is an officer who is on board the Ol’ Toothless because they are just in transit between stations. Can’t you find someone in the navy like that and put them in charge?”
 
   “No. It has to be someone who is officially listed in their chain of command. That is navy regulations. I have the authority to replace any officer but I can’t bring in someone from the outside to do it.” He glanced at a document on Stone’s p.a. “Are these your original orders from midshipman’s school to the U.E.N.S Periodontitis?”
 
   Stone nodded.
 
   “What are the odds that an admiral makes a personal request for a midshipman who is ranked so low?” Maggot asked.
 
   “Probably pretty poor odds. I didn’t even think I was going to graduate. Senior Chief Tsosie said I would most likely spend my whole navy career trying to get out of midshipman’s school. You can see in my records I wasn’t doing very well on the academics side of training.”
 
   “You are indeed your father’s son. He doesn’t do math well either. Here look at this attachment. Why would Senior Chief Tsosie, who has such a low opinion of you, personally recommend you to the admiral?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Right here; he says that you are exactly what the admiral is looking for. Of course, it could read like typical navy b.s. filler on standard authorization forms, but it also reads like a recommendation.”
 
   “I don’t get it.”
 
   “I think I do. Don’t get mad at me, Mister Stone. I think the Senior Chief and Admiral Shalako deliberately set out to find a midshipman who wasn’t very bright that they could put in charge of third watch warehouse. I think they wanted someone who wouldn’t rock the boat.”
 
   “And I fit the bill perfectly,” Stone said.
 
   “Not exactly, Mister Stone. You are a good boat rocker from where I sit.”
 
   “Okay. Thanks I think. Since it doesn’t sound like you are giving me any choice in the matter of command I will try to do this. How do I get anyone to listen to me? I am just a midshipman?”
 
   “I will hand them an EMIS writ. That allows me to put you in charge. Honest officers will follow you as the writ has the force of the Emperor’s backing. The others may have to be coerced. How friendly are you really with this Lieutenant Vedrian?”
 
   “I don’t know what you mean, signore. I am not about to kiss and tell.”
 
   “Good. You are friendly enough to have kissed her. Don’t deny it. I can see it in your blush. Good for you, Mister Stone. And this Hammermill? Do you think they would lend support if I show them a writ?”
 
   “Yes I do. I trust them both. Their commander is a Major…”
 
   “Numos,” Maggot supplied. “Fair man?” At Stone’s nod, he continued. “All we can ask the marines to do is to stand guard duty. Not just guard you, but a few of the ship’s vital systems will need to be watched and all of the shuttles and pods will need to be locked down.”
 
   Stone grinned, “Major Numos should be able to call on all transient marines for help. That will give you a large contingent of marines. I shouldn’t need guards. I have these two.” He gestured with his free hand at the drascos. Jay still held his other hand although she seemed to be asleep.
 
   “I will admit they look scary but how will they stand up in a gun fight? Frankly I would rather have your friends Vedrian and Hammermill at your back…and mine. But they will not be my marine contingent Mister Stone. They will be your marines. Make no mistake. As of right now you have a very large target on your back.”
 
   “Bring it on, Maggot. They tried to kill me once and they screwed up. It is my turn.”
 
   Aunt Ruth’s voice blared over the ships comms. “Prepare for hostile egress. The station master has denied us clearance to leave the docks. Clear all doorways; all inner hatches to seal in ten seconds.”
 
   “Main airlocks dogged shut, Mom” Brenda’s voice responded calmly. “All external hatches locked and sealed. Bravo-six hatch is open to atmosphere, but the inner air locks are shut tight. All hanger doors to station’s service corridor decks are on lockout.”
 
   “What can I-” Stone started.
 
   “Shut up and stay put,” Aunt Ruth interrupted. “No one tells me where I can go and when I can leave. Jim Junior, are you on comms?”
 
   “Yeah, Ma. We are clear of the station. Someone tried to shut the hanger doors on us. Andy jammed the control open on our way in. We are going to get dinged on the bill for the repair. We are about halfway back to the Ruby.”
 
   “No. You head out toward your father. He is working the container load we have parked in outer orbit. We will pick you up on the way. Brenda left bay Bravo-Six doors open for you.”
 
   “Okay, Ma. You are going to get out okay?”
 
   “Not a problem, son. Jamming that door control is going to be the least of the dings on our bill by the time I get done.”
 
   Stone looked at Maggot and shook his head. “I don’t know about your family, Maggot. Mine can be a bit touchy.”
 
   “Is your Uncle Jim going to be okay?”
 
   Stone nodded. He explained that the part of the ship they were in was mainly a control module with cabins for crew plus a dozen or so hanger bays. The remainder of the ship was a trailer filled with shipping containers, both the small ones and the huge type clamped to the outside. The Stone Freight Company routinely parked the large trailer portion in a high orbit and parked only the control module in a station hanger. Most stations were not large enough to hold joined freighters in hangers. External parking on a station’s hull was very expensive compared to not having to pay any charges for high orbit parking.
 
   Uncle Jim and a small crew would routinely rotate through the container portion as maintenance and security. All he had to do was prepare the docking clamps and wait for the Ruby Rock to show up and take them away.
 
   “So how is Ruth going to get us out of this hanger if the station master won’t open the doors?” Maggot asked.
 
   “Let me have my p.a. Thanks Maggot. Okay let’s tap into the Ruby Rock’s external videos. This is a family secret so I am not sure you should see this…”
 
   “Don’t worry, Mister Stone. I am paid by the Emperor to keep secrets and this is a private facility. What you do is not my concern! Getting us to Tamvor Station is and if we can get there before the Ol’ Toothless finishes her business and leaves, so much the better.”
 
   Suddenly a series of charges exploded around the hanger’s external doors. There was not any noise. They could feel the thumps vibrating through the hull. The vibrations ceased just as quickly as they began.
 
   Aunt Ruth reported over comms. “We are off station systems. Inertial dampeners on and shields up in twenty-five seconds.”
 
   Maggot shouted, “No! You can’t raise shields inside a hanger. You will rupture the station’s hull. There are innocent civilians in there.”
 
   “Give her time, Maggot,” Stone replied calmly. “Aunt Ruth is angry, but she is not a killer.”
 
   “We are leaving in ten seconds. Nine. Eight,” Ruth’s voice counted down over the comms. “Seven.”
 
   The visual showed the hanger’s space doors explode with a second series of directional charges. The metal crumpled as if a giant fist had grabbed it from the outside, squeezed and yanked it away from the station. The twisted metal doors shot away from the station as any residual atmosphere blew into space.
 
   “Crap!” Aunt Ruth said. “It went early. Ruby Rock lifting off now. There we go. Clear of station, shields up. Brenda, I am swinging by Jim Junior’s position. Let’s get him inside and close the door before we pick up any kind of company. We need to pick up your father without station security around.”
 
   “Okay, Mom. Jimbo, let Alex bring the sled and the pod into bay Bravo-Six,” Brenda said.
 
   “Aw, Mom said-”
 
   “I know what Mom said,” Brenda interrupted. “We are doing this on the fly. Alex is better than you or me at parking a sled on a moving object. Just do it. If we don’t get to Dad before station security ships get there we won’t be able to lower the shields and then we can’t pick up the container section and get Dad.”
 
   “Yeah I know that, but-”
 
   “You’re the butt-”
 
   “Shut up, you two,” Ruth interrupted them both. “Junior, do like your sister says. Alex get in quick, don’t worry about any niceties or fender benders. Then everybody get down to section two for docking with the container section.”
 
   “Aunt Ruth?” Stone asked. “How about having Jimbo escort Commander Wright to your sick bay? She will be in the way down in section two. Maybe she can start looking at…what’s his name?”
 
   “Oliver,” Ruth said. “His name is Oliver. He is just a mutt we picked up. I need Jim Junior in section two. We have to lower shields to attach the container section. It will take him, Brenda, Alex and Andy to set the docking clamps and get us sealed up so we can re-establish shields. Mel, hustle down to get Commander Wright and guide her back to sickbay.”
 
   “Can I help?” Stone asked. “I have helped with this maneuver once or twice on the Golden Boulder. I think I can remember how.”
 
   “Can the sarcasm, nephew,” Ruth said. “We got this. I may not be as smooth a jockey as your Uncle Jim, but I do know how to engage the automatics to guide us in for a clean matchup. You just sit down there and talk military. Crap!”
 
   Ruth was silent for a while. 
 
   Stone heard the sound of rending metal over the comms. Then silence.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
    
 
   The exodus from Brickman’s Station had been swift and almost without accident. The Ruby Rock’s approach to Tamvor Station was on schedule. The Tamvor Station Master had just given them approach vectors when James uttered a cry of pain that echoed throughout the ship over the open communication system.
 
   Aunt Ruth shouted over the comms, “James, are you okay?” 
 
   Uncle Jim shouted back, “No, I just banged my finger. Don’t shout at me, woman. I am trying to concentrate here. I am trying to fix that communications antenna you sheared off when you forgot to lower it before you put the shields up.”
 
   “I am not shouting. I am yelling with concern,” Ruth shouted in response.
 
   “I am not shouting either,” Brenda yelled into the open comms.
 
   Soon everyone was shouting over the comms.
 
   Stone grinned at Commander Wright. She and Melanie were with him in Ruby Rock’s bay Bravo-Six. He had taken Jay and Peebee into the bay for a walk and to give them lunch from the vegetation they had stored in the ex-navy pod.
 
   Wright reached down and patted Oliver on the head. The little white dog was bandaged around the middle but was not in any obvious pain. He was wriggling with anticipation.
 
   Wright nodded at the floppy eared mutt. “Okay, Oliver. You can go play.” She pointed across the deck where Jay and Peebee were rolling and tumbling together.”
 
   “Oliver seems to be doing better,” Stone commented.
 
   “Yes,” Melanie said. “I was really worried about him. But Danielle fixed him right up.”
 
   Wright nodded. “It wasn’t complicated. Dogs have been getting kinks in their intestines for years, probably been doing it for as long as there have been dogs. It is the post operation infection that might have been a problem. I had plenty of human anti-biotic, but not much suited for Oliver.”
 
   The three watched as Oliver streaked across the open bay deck. He leapt at the two drascos yapping furiously. Peebee caught Oliver in midair and tossed him to Jay who set him down and streaked away from the little pup. Both drascos wonked happily as the little dog chased them in circles.
 
   Stone looked around at bay Bravo-Six. It was empty except for the ex-navy pod and a salvage sled. The pod looked old and dirty from the time on Allie’s World and the sled was beat up with one front corner crumpled and torn. There were corresponding gouges in the bay’s bulkhead from Alex trying to park a sled in a moving ship back at Brickman’s Station. Stone knew that given enough time Uncle Jim would be here with a crew to pound out the damaged bulkheads, fenders and to repaint.
 
   There did not seem to be anything the man could not fix or at least try to fix. It was a trait the Stones held in high regard for freighter crew. You can’t always pull into a dockyard if something breaks in space, especially if you are in deep space and there aren’t any dockyards. You fix it or do without it. You read a manual to learn how to fix it if you did not know how. You made the spare parts if you did not have them in stock. And Stone’s Uncle Jim seemed to always be up to his elbows in some repair project or another.
 
   Fortunately the damage from the rapid exit at Brickman’s Station had not caused as much damage to the ship as it could have. The Ruby Rock had been able to lower shields, pick up the cargo section, and perform a hyperjump to Tamvor Station without any sign of station security.
 
   The weeklong voyage through hyperspace had been a series of meetings, showers, meetings, meals with real food, meetings, more showers and more meetings. No one was happy with Maggot’s plan, not even Maggot. No matter how many meetings they held no one had any better ideas about how to take over a fully functioning navy spacecraft.
 
   Aunt Ruth had tried to patch up Stone and Wright’s uniform utilities but the material resisted every attempt to sew it closed. They were wearing reconditioned crew utilities. They were clean and smelled nice even if they were not regulation issue.
 
   Stone gestured to the pod. “We need to get some empty containers and take all of Jay and Peebee’s food and golden ooze with us. I know you said they can eat any of the grass or bushes growing in tower one, but they certainly won’t get any more golden ooze over there.”
 
   Wright shrugged. “It won’t hurt. I would like to run some tests on it with better equipment than I have had to make sure we are not missing something in the drasco diet.”
 
   “Melanie, can you wrangle us a couple of containers?” Stone asked.
 
   “Sure, Trey. There should be a bunch of empties in Bravo-Three. Will four be enough?”
 
   At Stone’s nod, Melanie said, “Okay if I get your containers will you let me try my new saddle on Peebee?”
 
   “Peebee is not a horse,” Wright said.
 
   Melanie snorted, “I may not be a veterinarian, but I can tell the difference between that thing and a horse.”
 
   “Okay, Seven. Here is the deal. You bring over enough containers to strip out all Allie’s World vegetation from the pod including the ooze bricks, put it in the containers, drag those containers to the main freight hatchway and I will talk to Peebee. You can rider her for a few minutes if we can get the saddle on her.”
 
   “Done,” Melanie raced out of the room.
 
   “Mister Stone, are you really going to let that little girl climb on one of the drascos and try to ride it?” Wright asked.
 
   “Yes, Commander. I said I would so I will. I am not sure Peebee will hold still for wearing the saddle but I don’t see it could hurt to try.”
 
   “It could hurt your cousin if Peebee does one of her fifteen meter back flips.”
 
   “I will just have to be here to keep a tight rein on Peebee. Believe me, my hands have just healed up from handing leaves with all of those thorns. If Melanie loads all of that for me then I am more than willing to hold Peebee’s hand while Mel sits there.”
 
   Wright shook her head, “I don’t think-”
 
   “Commander Wright and Midshipman Mister Stone to the living room area please,” Maggot interrupted over comms.
 
   “Aye, aye, Maggot,” Stone replied.
 
   They bumped into Melanie at the hatch. She was riding a container.
 
   “Remind me to show you how to chain those containers together in a train. That will save you time running back and forth,” Stone said.
 
   Melanie grinned, “Okay Trey. You two go ahead to your meeting. I will watch the drascos and Oliver while I load up your stuff.”
 
   “Get some heavy work gloves on first,” Commander Wright said. “There are some thorns on those bushes.”
 
   “You better git,” Melanie nodded. “It doesn’t pay to be late for a meeting with Maggot. He gets real impatient sometimes.”
 
   “Thanks for the tip, Seven,” Stone said
 
   Wright looked at Stone as they walked down the corridor to the living room. “I still don’t see how this take-over is going to work. I hope Maggot has come up with a better plan to get in the front door.”
 
   “I know, Commander. If anyone sees us coming all they have to do is not let us on board and we are done.”
 
   “I have been reading the law Maggot suggested, but none of us are lawyers. We should be able to call ahead and tell them we are coming with a writ.”
 
   “I know. I don’t understand why Maggot has to place the writ in their hands to activate it,” Stone replied. “I think the Emperor’s writ should be like his word. If he says stop and stand still then you have to stop and stand still. No fuss and no muss.”
 
   “Maggot has said repeatedly that His Writ and His Word aren’t the same thing. If they see us coming then they won’t even have to let us get aboard a shuttle to the Periodontitis. They can just shut their hatches and depart for areas unknown.”
 
   “So we have to be sneaky?” Stone shook his head. “That doesn’t seem right. If Maggot is the Emperor’s representative then we should be able to walk in and slap them in chains.”
 
   Commander Wright looked thoughtful. Then she shook her head. “No, I thought I had an idea but I guess not.”
 
   Stone grinned. “I thought I had an idea once. It turned out to just be gas.”
 
   Wright laughed, “Yes it was and look how that turned out. Your uncle has deciphered our scribbled notes from the sub-light engine conversion. He says the modifications you designed will change engine rooms across human space. You made us rich whether we get on the Ol’ Toothless or not.”
 
   “Commander, I was already rich, remember?” Stone laughed. “This isn’t even icing on the cake. The Danielle Wright Propulsion Modification is worth developing even if we never make a dime off it-”
 
   “Speak for yourself, rich boy!” Wright interrupted. “I could enjoy a little extra cash.”
 
   “I would give that much money away to catch everyone involved in killing us and locking Allie and Hammer away.”
 
   “You give it to me and I will see that it gets done whatever it takes.”
 
   “I still don’t see why you need to go with us,” Stone said.
 
   Wright stopped in the corridor and looked at Stone. “You better not try and stop me, bub. All kidding about money aside, I am not any happier about being murdered than you are. Someone is going to pay and pay hard.”
 
   Ruth’s voice bellowed down the corridor. “Would you two get in here!”
 
   “Sorry, Aunt Ruth. We were just searching for an alternative way to get onto the Ol’ Toothless.”
 
   “You still don’t like my idea?” Ruth said.
 
   Maggot said, “There is no way am I going to authorize you to ram the Ruby Rock, cargo load and all, at full speed up the Periodontitis’ backsides.”
 
   Ruth shrugged. “I would put family and crew off and shove this thing right up their-”
 
   “Ruth!” James cautioned. “Language, woman!”
 
   Maggot said, “As much as I like the delicacy of such an approach, the U.E.N.S. Periodontitis is still the Emperor’s personal property and many of the people on board are his innocent subjects. I cannot condone willful and wonton destruction.”
 
   “Yeah. So you said,” Ruth shrugged. “We have had a week to think about this since we left Brickman’s and since I don’t have any good ideas, all I get is a little madder each day.”
 
   Maggot said, “Yes. Well…I don’t have any better ideas than to try it my way. Everybody ready?”
 
   No one spoke.
 
   “Good,” Maggot said. “Jim, how long do you think we have until we dock?”
 
   “Brenda is on the bridge,” James said. “She dropped Andy and Alex with the container section. We left all crew there with Jim Junior and Melanie. It will be just Ruth, Brenda and me on the Ruby Rock. That is just in case something goes wrong. We tried to get Brenda to go as well, but she refused to leave.”
 
   Ruth grinned, “You would think she is a Stone or something.”
 
   “Tamvor Station has given us final approach vectors,” Brenda’s voice floated from the comms. “Two hours to final docking at hanger 275. Sorry, Maggot. That is as close to the military sector as we could get.”
 
   “Wait!” Stone said. “You said Melanie was going on the container section?”
 
   “Yes, she and Oliver headed down there an hour ago for load out,” Ruth replied.
 
   “No she didn’t,” Stone said. “We just left her in cargo bay Bravo-Six with Oliver and the drascos.”
 
   Ruth and James shouted into their communicators, “Melanie!”
 
   There wasn’t any response from Bravo-Six.
 
   All five people jumped to their feet at the same time. Before they could make a step toward the door to the corridor they heard a whoop and a scream of pain blast out of the comms followed by hissing and a howl.”
 
   “Crap!” Ruth sprinted to the door only a half a step ahead of Stone. Wright followed on their heels. James and Maggot raced the other way splitting at a corridor junction.
 
   Stone had only gotten ahead of Ruth by half a step when they finally rounded a curve near cargo Bravo-Six. He was prepared to all kinds of horrible scenes. He was not sure what had happened, but the scream of pain had been Melanie. The hissing had been his drascos in serious distress. He was not sure about the howling. He had never heard such a noise from his cousin or his drascos.
 
   He was just about to hit the hatch latch when it flew open in front of him. He slid to a stop, Ruth slamming into him from behind. She reached around him to gather her daughter into a hug.
 
   Melanie had tear streaks running down her face, but she was grinning from ear to ear. She held her arm tight against her ribcage.
 
   “I told you I could do it,” Melanie shouted. “I rode Peebee and she let me.”
 
   Stone leapt through the door and slid to a stop. Jay was hissing and holding Peebee down to the deck. Peebee was lying there with her belly up. Jay’s tail spike was pointed at Peebee’s head. Peebee lay there unmoving pinned to the deck by Jay’s bulk. Peebee was wonking softly. Oliver was howling and running circles around them.
 
   Uncle Jim knocked Stone aside as he and Maggot burst into the hanger. Jim pointed a high-powered carbine at Jay’s head. Maggot held a two-fisted semi-automatic pistol. He pointed the muzzle first at Jay then at Peebee and then back at Jay.
 
   Jay raised her tail spike preparing to strike Peebee. Peebee rolled her eyes and looked pleadingly at Stone.
 
   “Stop!” Stone shouted. “Everybody just stop.” He was surprised when everybody stopped except Oliver who continued his howling race around the drascos.
 
   The frozen tableau was broken when Melanie raced back into the hanger.
 
   “It is my fault. Ow! Don’t hurt Peebee. She didn’t do anything. Ow! I fell off on my own. Ow!” Each ‘ow’ of pain was the punctuation as Ruth tried to drag her daughter out of the hanger. “Quit it, Ma. My arm already hurts and you aren’t helping.”
 
   Stone stepped up to Jay. He put his hand on her tail spike and pushed it to the side. The drasco did not fight him. He grabbed her head and pushed it away from Peebee. Jay allowed herself to be pushed away letting her sister up off the deck. Without seeming to look Jay grabbed Oliver in mid-race and cuddled the dog to her chest.
 
   Peebee rolled from her back to her stomach flattening herself to the deck and crept forward toward Melanie. Both James and Maggot kept their guns pointed at Peebee as they backed away. Peebee had a mangled saddle twisted around her back with a cinch wrapped under her front legs.
 
   Stone said, “Everyone relax-”
 
   “What do you mean relax!? That creature tried to kill my baby,” Ruth shrieked.
 
   “No she didn’t,” Melanie shouted. “It was my fault.”
 
   Peebee slid closer to Melanie. She raised her head and blew air on Melanie’s arm. She gently took Melanie’s elbow in her mouth.
 
   James stiffened took a step forward and slid his finger onto the trigger of his carbine.
 
   Stone stepped between his uncle and Peebee. “Please, Uncle Ji-”
 
   “Please nothing. Get out of my way,” James pushed Stone. “That thing is eating my daughter.”
 
   “No, Uncle Jim,” Stone shouted and pushed back, “that is the way drascos heal a hurt. They hold it in their mouths until the pain goes away. Please?”
 
   “Don’t hurt Peebee,” Melanie pleaded. “It was my fault. She let me saddle her and we were riding around. Look, the leather held up and she doesn’t mind. I just turned to shoo Oliver away and my foot slipped out of the stirrup and I fell to the deck. She didn’t hurt me.”
 
   “What about Jay?” Stone asked. “What was she angry about?”
 
   Melanie shrugged and then winced at the pain in her arm. “I don’t know. I think they thought they were babysitting me instead of the other way around and Jay just got mad because Peebee let me get hurt.”
 
   Stone turned to Commander Wright. “Please Commander, I know that you are not a people doctor, but can you help with Melanie?”
 
   “Of course-”
 
   “Get out of my way everybody,” Brenda interrupted as she rushed into the hanger. “I have the medkit and scanner.” She placed a palm on Peebee’s head and pushed it away from Melanie’s arm. She ran a scanner across the younger girl’s elbow. While the scanner was reading she looked around the room frowning at her father and Maggot. “Just like boys. Melanie is hurt and you think with your guns. If you weren’t my dad and if you weren’t a guest I would call you both idiots.”
 
   Brenda looked at the scanner. “Shattered elbow…again. Sis, isn’t this the same elbow you broke last year trying to slide down the transfer shoot in the cargo loft?”
 
   Melanie nodded and grimaced. “Can you fix it?”
 
   Brenda shook her head. “Nope, but I can help a bit.” She grabbed a medical pen from her kit and depressed the end against Melanie’s arm. She waited until Melanie’s face smoothed a bit and then jammed a second medical pen against the skin and depressed the plunger.
 
   Brenda looked at Stone, “No offense to…whichever one that is…but the pain killer in this pen will work on an internal broken bone better than animal spit. The second pen is a bone knitter. It should start to pack and draw the breaks back together.” She looked at her mother. “But Mom, Mel shattered this elbow before. It is going to take a real doctor to make sure the bones fit right or she might lose some mobility in her elbow. She needs better nanites than we carry on board.”
 
   “Thank you, Bren,” Ruth said. The relief was evident in her voice. “It is a good thing we are close to a station. Hey! We are too close to station to leave the bridge unattended.” She turned to race off, but Brenda stopped her.
 
   “Don’t worry, Mom. We are on autopilot and Jimbo is keeping an eye on things.”
 
   James rolled his eyes. “Jim Junior isn’t on the cargo container section either?”
 
   Brenda spat, “Ha! You don’t think you really raised us to run and hide did you?”
 
   “Um, I know this is kind of self-serving, but can we use this as a medical emergency to cause a distraction at the docks?” Maggot asked.
 
   Ruth nodded. “Oh, you can bet I am going to be raising a ruckus as soon as we clear hatches.”
 
   Jimbo’s voice came through communications. “We are ready to head into a hanger. Unless someone else gets up here I am going to park the Ruby Rock all by myself.”
 
   James and Ruth both blanched. They spun about, racing out of the hanger and up the corridor.
 
   Brenda said, “Hunh! Well, little sis, what say you and I go wait out docking in the forward entry hallway. That way we can get you out the hatch and to a doctor mo-ricky-tic.”
 
   “Whatever,” Melanie grinned. “It doesn’t hurt anymore.”
 
   Stone grabbed Oliver from Jay. “Hey cinco, take this thing with you.” He handed the dog to Brenda. He watched as Brenda called Melanie a dozen names she would not repeat with her parents in the room, but she cradled her younger sister gently.
 
   Maggot turned to Stone and Wright. “Okay, team. We need to get ourselves together and get down to the deck e hatchway.”
 
   “You corral the girls, Mister Stone,” Wright said. “I will try to see if Melanie got those containers filled with drasco food. I don’t have anything else I need to take with me. My old uniform is so torn it leaves me more out of uniform than this thing.” She turned and walked up the ramp to the pod.
 
   Stone put Jay’s face in his hands and blew into her open mouth. He stared into one eye and then the other. He wrapped his arm around her neck and gave her a gentle squeeze. He took Peebee’s face in his hands and repeated the process. He hoped they would understand he was not mad at either of them. While he held Peebee’s neck in a hug, Jay laid her head at Peebee’s feet and blew air across her sister’s toes.
 
   Stone reached around and unbuckled the saddle from Peebee’s back. The underside was scored and scratched but it had held for a while. There were still a few straps and the reins still wrapped around Peebee’s shoulders, waist and neck. Stone reached up to remove them. Peebee wonked softly and backed up. The drasco’s hands patted at the straps and straightened them. She dropped the reins to the ground and shook her shoulders as if to seat the leather straps. Peebee wonked delightedly.
 
   “You want to keep them? It is okay with me,” Stone said. He turned to see Jay pick up some discarded leather straps and drop them over her head. They slid to the deck.
 
   Stone looked around. Maggot was gone and Wright was still inside the pod. He turned back to Jay. “You too?” He picked up a strap. He made a loop in each end. He slid the loops around her front legs and over her back. He tightened it and looped an extra piece around her neck.
 
   “Looks like a harness,” Wright said from the top of the ramp.
 
   Stone shook his head, “Looks like leather jewelry to me.”
 
   “That gives me an idea,” Wright said. “Melanie only needed two containers to get all of the drasco’s stuff loaded up. The red and blue balls are in the first container. Strange that you and I are the humans and we have no baggage whatsoever but your pet’s stuff takes two containers. Can you get both of these containers plus Jay and Peebee down to where we meet Maggot?”
 
   Stone cleared his throat. “Um Commander Wright, did you forget you outrank me?”
 
   Wright laughed and slapped her forehead. “That I did, Mister Stone. This is an order. Get these containers and your pets down to Echo Deck e hatchway. I will meet you there.”
 
   “Aye, aye, Commander.”
 
   Stone walked up the ramp into the pod. The containers were the standard model used by every ship in the Stone Freight Company. Their interior space was 2.5 meters long by 1.25 meters wide by 1.25 meters deep. Grandpa has said it was designed to lay a 4 by 8 sheet of plywood flat in the bottom. Stone was not sure why anything was called a “4 by 8” when it was 1.25 meters by 2.5 meters, but since he did not even know what plywood was he would not worry about it. He just made a mental note to look it up.
 
   “Or rather,” he said to himself with a chuckle, “another mental note.” Knowing this was not the first time the question had popped into his head. Suddenly, he wondered why the containers were not made with the same malleable metal they used on the interior of many ships. That way the containers could be conformed to whatever shape you needed. Once set to a shape it could be hardened at the touch of a button.
 
   He shrugged. “We probably don’t do it because it is a cost thing.” He rapped his knuckles against the side of the container. Like most containers they used, it was hard and made of air foam. They would take a lot of mishandling. You could bang them around and they would not even be scratched, but when torn down for recycling they melted away to practically nothing. They weighed next to nothing of themselves. Their weight was all along the bottom built into the hover mechanisms and the controls.
 
   He popped open the control panel cover and ran a cord from one to the other. He had once asked his dad why they still used cords when it would have been so easy to be wireless. His dad had explained that any cord would connect to any other container. If they were wireless, you would have to program each connection so your wireless signals did not send commands to containers everywhere within wavelength distance.
 
   Stone hopped on top of the first container and guided it in a slide down the ramp. The second container followed along the exact path the first had taken. He curbed the desire to see if he could reach top speed in the mostly empty hanger. He eased up next to Jay and Peebee in a hover. He stood up on the container scanning the hanger deck. There were no drasco piles.
 
   Both Jay and Peebee were not housebroken because there was nowhere to take them outside when you are in space. But they had gotten used to using Oliver’s little patch of grass in the hydroponics garden room near the galley on Alpha Deck.
 
   “Okay, girls. Follow along and behave yourselves and there is a piece of ooze when we get down to Echo.”
 
   He was tempted to take the cargo chute and drop the three decks to Echo, but he was not sure how the drascos would react to a null-gravity tube. He was sure they would follow him in if he said to follow, but he was not as confident that they would not panic when they lost all sense of up or down. He chose to use the freight elevators at the end of the corridor.
 
   Even if he had not been wandering the Ruby Rock for the past week he would not have had any trouble finding Echo Deck hatch. It was where they always put them on this model of freighters, right between Delta Deck and Foxtrot Deck. He eased to a stop in the open cargo area. No one else was there so he took a piece of ooze from his pocket and cut two large chunks off for the drascos.
 
   Like normal, Peebee chewed hers into mush and swallowed it rapidly. She lay down and fell asleep. Jay, like normal, held her chunk in her hands and sucked on it until it melted away. She dropped on top of Peebee and fell asleep. Stone stretched out on top of the container. He stared at the ceiling and waited.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY
 
    
 
   “Get on your feet, Mister.”
 
   The gruff voice startled Stone. He twisted sideways and slid to attention next to the container.
 
   “Oh man. You should see your face,” Jimbo laughed. His cousin was guiding a handcart and leading Commander Wright.
 
   “You just startled me is all.”
 
   “Taking a nap, Mister Stone?” Wright asked.
 
   “No, just resting my eyes, Commander,” Stone replied.
 
   Jimbo laughed, “And the snoring is just the way you clear your throat as you rest your eyes?”
 
   “I don’t snore,” Stone retorted.
 
   Jimbo wiped the laugh tears from his eyes. “How do you know you don’t snore, couz? You’re never awake to find out.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter, Mister Stone,” Wright said coming to his rescue. “It was a good time to take a nap. It took me a bit longer to get this stuff together than I thought it would but young James came to my aid.”
 
   “What have you got, Commander?” Stone asked.
 
   “Presents for your drascos,” Wright replied with a grin.
 
   Jimbo started laughing again. “Wait until you see what the Commander and I made, Trey. You are gonna love this stuff.” He began pulling pieces of metal and leather straps from his hand cart. He tossed a piece to Stone.
 
   Stone missed the catch and the metal piece clanged to the deck. Stone picked it up. It must have weighted thirty pounds. It was polished chrome over steel with an inlaid red flame design across the front. It had a long black strap decorated with spikes and polished metal barbs spaced along the strap with a huge red metal buckle.
 
   “That is a breastplate for Peebee,” Wright said.
 
   “A what? Um Commander, sorry,” Stone said.
 
   “Never mind the rank. We have been through enough together…” She stopped when she saw Stone shaking his head.
 
   “No sir. We have been through a lot. And we are friends or at least I hope we are but we can’t forget the rank. We are navy and as long as we are navy our ranks matter.”
 
   “I stand corrected, Mister Stone. That thing you are holding is a breastplate. Strap it around Peebee’s shoulders so the metal part goes over her chest.”
 
   “Aye, aye, Commander.” Both of the drascos were sitting up and awake. They seemed to be oblivious to the humans until Stone stepped up to Peebee and held up the shiny metal plate against Peebee’s chest.
 
   Both drascos wonked excitedly as Stone strapped it on. Peebee shrugged her shoulders. It was apparent the weight was not a factor. She seemed to like the way it flashed in the overhead lights.
 
   “It flops a bit at the bottom., Wright said. “We really don’t want it banging around.”
 
   “I got it covered,” Jimbo said. He pulled out another strap. He directed Stone to clamp it to the bottom of the plate and then loop around Peebee’s front legs.
 
   Wright pulled a second breastplate from the hand cart. This one was cut in the same shape but instead of red flames it was covered in blue filigree with a blue buckle. She held it up to Jay’s chest.
 
   Jay backed up and started to hiss.
 
   “Stop it, Jay,” Stone said. He took the breastplate from Wright. “If Jay doesn’t want to wear it, that is fine.”
 
   Jay marched up to Stone and stood in front of him.
 
   “It looks like she wants it,” Wright said. “I think she just wants you to give it to her. Don’t worry, Mister Stone. I won’t take it personally.”
 
   Jimbo and Wright continued to pull straps and bits of metal from the hand cart, explaining what each item was and where to strap it on. In addition to the breastplate each drasco was outfitted with matching shoulder guards, shin plates for their front legs, face shields, wrist bracelets extending up their arms to their first elbow just below the arm flap knuckle, and a chromed tail spike cap. Stone pulled off the mismatched leather straps from Melanie’s old saddle, but the drascos were so enamored with their new jewelry they did not notice.
 
   The drascos were prancing about showing each other bits of odd metal and various spikes that caught their attention.
 
   “I didn’t sleep for that long. How did you do this that quickly?” Stone asked.
 
   Jimbo snorted, “Mom got onto an arts and crafts kick a few years back. She put together a whole room full of machines and fabricators to do all sorts of spangley stuff. It was just a matter of punching the right buttons and putting in the right raw material. Dani has a weird imagination about this stuff.”
 
   Wright shrugged with a self-conscious smile. “I used to read a lot as a kid. I read of lot of wizards and dragons kind of stuff. I-”
 
   “Holy cats!” Maggot interrupted. He had come up on them unseen while they were busy watching the drascos. He backed away slightly when Jay trotted up to him. “These things are scary enough. You made them look like something out of my worst nightmares.” He looked as if he was torn between pulling his pistol and running headlong from the room.
 
   “Steady, Maggot,” Stone said. “Jay is just trying to show you her new pretties. They may not be very mean but they sure look the part.”
 
   “I should guess so,” Maggot said. “I was worried about someone spotting you two, but with Jay and Peebee looking like this there isn’t a chance anyone is going to be looking at anything else.”
 
   Ruth’s voice filtered down from a speaker high overhead. “You folks ready? James says we have two minutes to hatch opening. Junior, you make sure they are clear in the corridor before you shut that hatch, hear?”
 
   “Got it, Ma.”
 
   “Okay, everyone stay close,” Maggot said.
 
   Stone reached out and grabbed his cousin by the shoulders. He pulled him and hugged Jimbo close for a while. Neither boy said a word. Stone turned and grabbed the controller to the containers.
 
   “I am ready, Commander Wright. Agent Storovitch, at your command.”
 
   Jimbo pulled out his p.a. and broadcast a video of the main hatch. Everyone could see Ruth, Brenda and Melanie waiting there. Melanie was bandaged from neck to waist, her arm in a pressure cast held straight out from her body. Her face was streaked with tear tracks, her hair was greasy and flopped about in every direction. She looked like a victim of a serious industrial accident, never-the-less she was laughing at something Brenda said.
 
   It was only seconds, but it seemed like an eternity until the hatch slid open. The massive freight hatch made it appear the whole bulkhead was moving to the side. The matching hatch to the station corridor opened at the same time. The corridor was wide enough to handle a huge volume of freight traveling in both directions. It looked empty.
 
   There were squeals of pain, crying and moaning, overlaid with calls for help. Everyone’s eyes looked at the video hologram of Ruth and Brenda guiding Melanie into the personnel corridor on Bravo Deck. All three women were shouting and yelling at the few people within sight. They were causing such a ruckus that all activity on the business corridor halted to watch them pass by.
 
   Jimbo grinned. “That’s my family. They may not be great actors, but they are loud.” He stepped into the freight corridor and looked both ways. He spread his arms wide and waved them about. “We are in the middle of third watch. So unless some freighter captain is in a rush to meet a deadline I doubt if anybody is moving cargo at this time of the day. Everyone awake must be watching the show upstairs. Best get a move on, ya’ll. You’ve got a ways to go without getting caught so be careful.”
 
   “What about security cameras?” Wright asked.
 
   Maggot held up a small device. “Video camera jammer; it really just freezes a frame. It is all we need in an empty corridor like this.”
 
   “Isn’t that illegal?” Wright asked.
 
   “Not for agents of the Emperor with a writ to serve,” Maggot replied. “And I have that writ.”
 
   Stone followed Wright and Maggot into the corridor. He tried to work the container controls and herd his drascos at the same time, but he kept bumping into one or the other of the drascos with the containers. The huge containers banging into Jay and Peebee did not seem to bother them. It just made it difficult to keep moving in a straight direction.
 
   Stone switched to using the second container’s controller. He jumped up on the top of the container sitting on the front edge. Jay and Peebee pranced around the containers. Stone had to work to keep them from running between the two containers and snagging the connector cord. It was hard to keep them from racing ahead or running off some side corridor.
 
   Finally he called to Peebee. He slapped the top of the container he was sitting on. “Up here, girl. Jump up, Peebee. Come here, jump up here.”
 
   It took a while, but Peebee leaped up on top of the container, her feet scrabbling across the smooth top. Her claws did not find anything to grip so she slid across and off the other side crashing to the deck. The hover mechanism kept the container stable without even a slight dip at the weight changes. They continued to move at the brisk walking pace set by Maggot and Wright.
 
   Peebee wonked excitedly; she leapt completely over the container and landed softly on the deck.
 
   “No,” Stone said patiently. “Up here.” He kept slapping the top of the container. “Here. Jump here.”
 
   Peebee wonked again and made a leap almost straight up. She came down on the top of the container. Her slight sideways momentum started a slide. She sat down with a plunk and stuck. She covered most of the top of the container spread out with her feet splayed apart. The drasco had a look of triumph on her face.
 
   Stone reached back with his free hand and wrapped an arm around Peebee’s neck. He gave her a squeeze and blew his breath across her face. He inched the second container closer to the first. He reached across and patted the other container top.
 
   “Jay, let’s see if you can do what your sister did. Up. Come on, Jay. Jump up.” He slapped the top of the first container for emphasis.
 
   Jay did not leap. She walked along the first container for a few steps. She turned sideways and walked along beside it. Her double-jointed knees allowed her to walk forward while her body twisted sideways. She placed both hands on top of the container, rose up on her hind legs and while still shuffling forward put her front feet on the container top. With a push from her haunches she slid on top of the container, splayed out.
 
   Peebee wonked in encouragement.
 
   Jay slid around to face their direction of travel. She sat up with her tail trailing down between the two containers.
 
   Stone eased the second container back so he would not be slapped by an inadvertent twitch of her tail. He was sure their tails shot over their heads as weapons when they were angry, but he was not sure how much control they had over them. The rough hide made any slap by a drasco tail painful. Their spike was bone hard and sharp. The flashing chromed spike cover tied on with black leather straps studded with silver spikes made their tails look deadly.
 
   Jay turned her head so she was facing backwards with her body facing forward. She wonked happily as the corridor slid past them. She balanced carefully and stood up on her hind legs. She stretched her neck upward not even coming close to the high ceiling. She flapped her arms about and wonked loudly.
 
   Wright finally interrupted her conversation with Maggot long enough to glance behind her. She came to a dead stop when she saw both drascos on top of the containers. Peebee was sitting regally as if she were surveying her domain. Jay was standing and wonking loudly.
 
   “So much for not drawing attention to ourselves,” Maggot said. “I guess you four can’t go anywhere quietly, can you?”
 
   Stone shrugged, “Sorry, Maggot. I figure we stand a better chance of not getting noticed if we get where we are going a bit quicker, so if you both pardon the impertinence, git yer backsides up here and let’s get a move on.”
 
   Maggot nodded. “Okay. I have never ridden a cargo container, but what the heck. Move over, Jay and give me room.”
 
   Jay dropped her head and hissed.
 
   “Jay. No,” Stone said. “Sorry, Maggot. Well crap!” He glanced around. “There.” He pointed at a junction slightly ahead. He guided his containers around Wright and Maggot and sped toward the junction. He put the containers into a stable hover and jumped off.
 
   Stone grabbed a freight cart. It was the same type of mover as his containers but it was configured in a flat arrangement without sides or a top. It was for moving casual freight around the station. There were a dozen such carts available with various freight company names stenciled on their base. He grabbed a cart stenciled ‘Tamvor Station’. He used the universal cord from the cart’s rear controller and hooked it to the front of Jay’s container. He then hopped back up on the rear container with Peebee.
 
   He had made the connection quick enough that Wright and Maggot trotted up just as he picked up his controller.
 
   He gestured with his free hand at the front cart. “If the lady and gentleman would climb aboard car number one we can get this train up to speed. Sorry, you are going to have to sit on the deck.” Once the two were aboard he raised their platform up so it was at the same height as the top of his containers. Maggot sat dangling his feet over the side. He offered his hand to Wright and she slid next to him.
 
   Stone toggled the speed. He started slow and built up speed until they were flying along the corridor.
 
   Maggot looked around him and called back to Stone, “This is great. I wonder why we don’t see more people riding these things around.”
 
   “Station’s discourage it,” Stone said, “because of insurance liabilities or some such nonsense. We will get a lecture on safety if we bump into station security especially going this fast. Trust me, if I have to stop fast none of us will stay up here. We will end up in a crumpled pile on the deck.”
 
   “Nice thought,” Wright mumbled and glanced between her feet at the deck flowing swiftly beneath them.
 
   “Take the next right,” Maggot called back to Stone.
 
   “Aye, aye, signore.”
 
   “Can you guide into an elevator or do we need to dismount?” Maggot asked.
 
   “Elevator?” Stone blew a raspberry. “I can guide into an elevator, up a ramp or even use a null gravity chute. Staying on is a different matter so elevator it is. Which deck are we going to?”
 
   “Charlie Deck, why?” Maggot asked.
 
   “My p.a. says we have elevators just ahead.”
 
   Maggot twisted around and glared at Stone. “Did you query the station database to download a map? Because that would put your name out there for anyone-”
 
   “Easy, agent,” Stone said. “I have never been to Tamvor. Neither has the Golden Boulder for all I know. That does not mean the Stone Freight Company doesn’t maintain a database of schematics on every station any of our freighters might visit. I have the database on my p.a.”
 
   “I didn’t see anything like that listed when I was reviewing your data files,” Maggot said.
 
   “Nor would you, Agent Storovitch,” Stone replied coldly. “It is none of your business. That is company information.”
 
   “But-”
 
   “Elevators ahead,” Stone said. He spoke a series of numbers into his p.a. The doors slid open before they got there. He slowed his train down slightly and guided it into the elevator. The doors slid shut and the button for Charlie Deck lit up without anyone having to get down and push the activator.
 
   “How did you-”
 
   “Trade secret.” Stone interrupted.
 
   “Getting a bit snippy aren’t you, Midshipman Stone?” Wright asked.
 
   Stone snapped back. “Sir. Sorry, sir.” He realized he was getting a little irritated at having everything he did questioned, poked and prodded. After all, he was the victim here wasn’t he? He was the one someone tried to kill. No. They called him stupid first, then they stuck him in a dead end job and then they tried to kill him.
 
   “Charlie Deck. Hang on for exit,” Stone snapped. The elevator doors slid open. He circled the containers and guided them into the hallway. Even though it was not a freight hallway it was wide and high enough they could have passed themselves with room to spare.
 
   There was a small knot of maintenance people milling about the elevator doors. Stone was grateful Jay and Peebee forgot to wave. The drascos swiveled their heads around to watch the people. Most of the maintenance crew backed away from the train and flattened themselves against the bulkhead. A couple of the crew blanched, raced down a corridor, jumped into an open room and slammed the hatch shut behind them.
 
   Maggot pointed to their right.
 
   Stone gritted his teeth. He guided the container train to the right. He realized he was also very tired of people telling him what to do when he already knew what to do. Maybe he should go back to Aunt Ruth and Uncle Jim’s and ask them to give him a ride home. He shook his head. That would not help. He would just have Dad, Mom, Grandma and Grandpa telling him what to do. “Maybe it wasn’t just people,” he thought, “maybe I am getting tired of letting the events control what I do instead of controlling the events around me.”
 
   “Hunh!” he said aloud.
 
   Peebee propped her head on his shoulder and huffed a breath across his face.
 
   Their speed was enough the breath wisped away before reaching his nostrils. Stone reached up and patted her head just behind her chrome and red flame faceplate.
 
   “Thanks for the sentiment, Peebee. I am not mad at you and Jay. Just mad I guess. Maybe we should have stayed on Allie’s World.” He immediately rejected the idea. The reasons they had for leaving were still valid. Allie herself was in trouble because of him. “Well, Hammer too,” he thought, but it was Allie who jumped to mind.
 
   He slid to a smooth stop in front of the doorway to the EMIS office. He was surprised to see it was a real door not a hatch. It even had frosted glass inlaid with the Emperor’s logo. Stone settled the containers to the deck and put the controller in park. He coded a lockout on the controller tagging their use to him only.
 
   Maggot and Wright stepped to the door.
 
   Maggot stopped with his hand on the doorknob. “Mister Stone, you better stay outside with your drascos.” He and Wright disappeared inside.
 
   “Not a chance,” Stone muttered. He hopped down and went to the door. He looked back at Jay and Peebee. They were sitting quietly watching him and seeming to watch everything else at the same time. “You two coming or not? Come on, you follow me.”
 
   He pushed the door open. Out of curiosity he glanced at the side posts and lintel. Barely visible was a hidden hatch that might slam shut if the station lost atmospheric containment. He nodded to himself. He liked the look. It reminded him of the door to Aunt Ruth and Uncle Jim’s living room, but this one had an emergency hatch as an added safety feature.
 
   “We’re not open right n-” The man stopped when he saw Jay and Peebee trail in the door behind Stone. He froze for an instant and shouted “Intruder alert.” He and two other office occupants dove behind desks only to come up with guns at the ready.
 
   Stone stood squarely between the men and his drascos. He looked at them calmly while Maggot and Wright waved their arms trying desperately to head off any gunfire.
 
   “Get out of the way, boy!” The man shouted.
 
   “No,” Stone said through clenched teeth.
 
   Maggot shouted, “Stand down. Everybody relax. They are friendly.”
 
   The man peeked out from behind his desk. “Really?”
 
   Maggot nodded.
 
   “They are only friendly because I say they are friendly,” Stone said with a shake of his head. “You put those weapons away or I will give the command to attack. They will rip you and your buddies to shreds before you can twitch a finger on the trigger. So put your weapons down.”
 
   “Stone, that’s enough,” Maggot said. “I told you to wait outside.”
 
   Stone looked at Maggot for a couple of heartbeats. Without turning he said, “Peebee.” He pointed at her.
 
   Peebee wonked happily at the attention and rattled her chest plate. By accident she slapped her wristbands against the chromed steel. The resulting noise clanged and echoed across the room.
 
   Jay clanked her wristbands against her chest plate and wonked loudly. She shook her shoulders causing her jewelry to rattle. The effect looked more like an angry juggernaut preparing to do battle than a happy Drasco dance.
 
   “Ok. Ok. Ok,” the man said dropping his weapon. The other two men followed suit, but they all stayed behind their desks.
 
   Stone stepped far enough into the room so Jay could get her tail in the doorway. He shut the door and turned back to the people in the room.
 
   “First,” he said pointing at Maggot, “I don’t take orders from you, and when I do, if I do, you bear in mind that you need me more than I need you.”
 
   He looked at the first man. “Second, signore. I am a midshipman in the Emperor’s navy. I understand I am not in uniform and you could not know my status, but don’t call me ‘boy’ again.”
 
   The man glanced at Jay and Peebee then back at Stone. “Yes, Mister. I was rude and I apologize.”
 
   Stone nodded his acceptance. “Third, I understand you are holding two of my friends in custody for the murder of Commander Wright and Midshipman Stone. Is that correct?”
 
   The man looked at Maggot. “What is this, Agent Storovitch? You are way off your beat and then you lead this kid…sorry…navy midshipman in here with those whatever they are.”
 
   “Agent Marlbrough,” Maggot said. “I forwarded a packet to your inbox as soon as we broke hyperspace. You should have the background information-”
 
    “I am still waiting for my answer,” Stone interrupted. “You are Agent Marlbrough? Are you in charge of this EMIS office?”
 
   “Well, I am the office supervisor for third shift.”
 
   Stone looked at Wright and then at Maggot. “No wonder we are not getting answers. Agent Marlbrough, is the Agent-In-Charge on station? Yes? I suggest you call him. No, don’t look at Agent Storovitch for help. Either you call your boss or I will.”
 
   The man laughed. “You! You’re just a midshipman. You probably wouldn’t even know what database to call up to find his number even if it was listed.”
 
   Stone held up his p.a. He pushed one number on the screen. Every p.a., speaker and desk comm in the room emitted a high-pitched squeal. The noise unnerved the drascos. They rose up on their hind legs, stretched their necks forward and waved their arms about. Their hissing made a counterpoint noise to the electronic feedback. He pushed another number and the squeal stopped.
 
   “That’s enough, girls. Jay, down,” Stone said.
 
   “You know,” Wright said, “no matter how many times I see them do that it makes me want to pee my pants. Agent Marlb…whatever your name is. Please answer Mister Stone and comply with his requests.”
 
   “You are a navy full commander,” Maggot looked at Wright in shock. “You need to take control of this young man.”
 
   “No, Maggot,” Wright shook her head. “This ‘young man’ has saved my life more times than I care to remember. At this moment I trust him more than I trust you.”
 
   Stone looked at Marlbrough ignoring Wright and Maggot. “Agent, I do not need to call your boss directly. I will broadcast a message to every speaker on this station and every ship within comms range. Do you think he would hear that? This by the way, would really mess up Agent Storovitch’s investigation. It would alert the bad guys of our presence and allow them to get away. Or would you rather make a simple call?”
 
   Marlbrough turned to one of the other men. “Bob, get Brady down here.”
 
   “Good,” Stone snapped. “Now can you answer my question about holding my friends? Or do we need to wait for your boss to get here to refresh your memory?”
 
   “Yes, we have a couple of marines in holding for the murder of a couple of navy officers.” Marlbrough said. “We have Lieutenants Vedrian and Hammermill in custody. We took them from the Periodontitis prior to their departure.”
 
   “Agent Marlbrough, who are they accused of murdering if you don’t mind my asking?” Wright asked.
 
   Marlbrough checked his desk computer. “First victim was a Navy Full Commander Danielle E. Wright and the second-”
 
   “I am Navy Full Commander Danielle E. Wright, Agent. You have my bio scans available for verification I assume. Therefore, you can verify I am who I say I am.”
 
   Maggot nodded. “It is true, Marlbrough. You will have to verify, but she is who she says she is.”
 
   “Then your prisoners could not have murdered me, correct?”
 
   Marlbrough looked at Stone, “And you would be this Midshipman Stone?”
 
   Wright grinned, “I do believe he is catching on, Agent Storovitch.”
 
   Marlbrough called across the room. “Bob, call Brady and tell him to hurry down here on the pronto. Jake, get me the bio-scanner out of the storage room and…dang it I am out of people to order about.”
 
   “Okay you three, or five, counting whatever those things are. Wait here.” He looked at Stone. “Mind you, I am asking not telling.”
 
   It did not take long for Jake to bring out the bio-scanner. It took longer for all four of the agents to figure out how to work it and get Wright and Stone verified.
 
   “Sorry for the delay,” Marlbrough said. “Usually Susan or Ivana do this kind of stuff for us.”
 
   “The delay is okay with me,” Wright said. “I am not sure how two marines are going to take being held on false charges longer than necessary because you couldn’t figure out a simple scanner.”
 
   Marlbrough had the grace to blanch, “Um yeah, I mean yes, ma’am…sir.”
 
   Senior Agent Brady rushed into the room saving Marlbrough from further embarrassment. Two women followed close on Brady’s heels. The women saw the drascos and bolted to a back room slamming a door behind them. Brady glanced at the armor covered drascos and looked away as if it was something he saw every day.
 
   “Maggot,” Brady said, “good to see you. Your visits always seem to bring a little excitement into my otherwise dull and boring life.”
 
   Maggot laughed, “Is that why you dumped me on that sink hole of a station?”
 
   “Brickman’s isn’t so bad,” Brady laughed. “You get to do your own thing without me looking over your shoulder every day.”
 
   “True-” Maggot began.
 
   “Gentlemen,” Stone interrupted, “can we get down to the business at hand?”
 
   “Didn’t your momma teach you better manners than to interrupt your betters?” Brady glared at Stone.
 
   “Yes she did,” Stone grinned, “and I wouldn’t interrupt any betters but my grandpa, my grandma or my mama isn’t here. It’s just us and you are illegally detaining two friends of mine in your holding cell.”
 
   Brady looked at Maggot. “Maggot, is that true?”
 
   Maggot nodded, “Yes, sir. And I need both of those marines for my investigation.”
 
   Brady looked at Marlbrough, “Do you concur?”
 
   “Yes, sir. The bio-scans match. This is Commander Wright and Midshipman Stone: the murder victims.”
 
   “Okay,” Brady said. “Get those marines out here on the double.”
 
   While they waited for Marlbrough, Maggot filled Brady in on where he was on the investigation. They did a quick review of the evidence gathered so far.
 
   “Do you have your writ?” Brady asked.
 
   “Yes, sir,” Maggot said. “This was too complicated for me to handle on Brickman’s Station.”
 
   “That’s a fact,” Brady nodded, “and it is too big for this field office as well. I agree you need to get the Periodontitis to Lazzaroni Station under lockdown. You know if this does go all the way up to Admiral Shalako it is not going to be easy getting him to go there and submit to an investigation. Do you have a way to do that? No, don’t tell me. Just tell me what you need. I can give you Bob and Jake plus we will supply you with-”
 
   A marine war whoop interrupted him. Hammermill burst into the room and bellowed.
 
   Stone glanced at Peebee and Jay but Hammermill’s noisy entrance did not startle them. They just looked at him as he grunted and swung his arms around.
 
   Allie followed on a little more sedately. It was obvious she was angry and ready to hurt someone.
 
   Agent Brady began, “Lieutenants, I am…” but his voice drifted away when he realized no one was listening.
 
   Hammermill saw Wright first and whooped again. He vaulted a desk and picked her up swinging her around like she was a little girl. He set her down and kissed her long and hard on the lips. He whooped again.
 
   Allie pushed him aside and grabbed Wright in a bear hug. “Thank the heavens you are alive. I’m…um...is Stone?”
 
   “He is right behind you,” Wright nodded.
 
   Allie spun around.
 
   Stone grinned at her. “Hi. Did you miss me?”
 
   Allie grabbed him and held him close. “Don’t you ever run off and get yourself killed again.”
 
   Hammer laughed, “Yep, she was a wreck for a week until they arrested us for killing you. Since then she has been so pisssss…” His voice trailed away when he saw Jay and Peebee sitting quietly. “Holy flying turd in the punch bowl! What are those?” He spun back to Allie. “I love those things. Can I get one? Come on, Lieutenant Vedrian, I’ll feed it every day and take it for walks and everything.” Without waiting for an answer he spun back around. “What are they? Are they pets or sentient? Hey if you’re sentient no offense.”
 
   Stone reluctantly released his grip on Allie. He walked over to stand between Jay and Peebee. He said, “These are baby girl drascos from Allie’s World. They are pets until we find out different.”
 
   Hammer stared and leaned in close to get a better look. “Babies! You mean they get bigger? Waaay fantasteek! How much bigger?”
 
   Stone looked at Wright and shrugged. “I don’t know for sure.”
 
   “Females maybe grow to twice this size but males can get big enough they wouldn’t fit in this office,” Wright said.
 
   Hammer whooped. “Great! I wanna get me a male. I love the armor stuff.”
 
   “They come from where?” Allie asked.
 
   Stone blushed.
 
   “We found them on an unexplored planet,” Wright said. “Mister Stone named the planet after…well, after someone we know. Allie’s World.”
 
   “You named a planet after me?” Allie looked at Stone.
 
   Stone grinned, “It seemed appropriate at the time. I hope you don’t mind.”
 
   “Mind?” Allie slipped up next to him. She kissed him long and hard on the lips. “Mind? No one has every named anything after me much less a whole planet. Is it a nice planet?”
 
   Stone nodded. “It is the prettiest place I have ever been.”
 
   Hammer pushed against Allie’s shoulder. “Come on you two get a room. The important thing is: can I get one of these drascos?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Stone said. “I am not even sure how I got these two.”
 
   Hammer said, “Can I pet one?” Without waiting for an answer he grabbed the survival knife Stone had strapped into his boot. He had the knife before Stone could even flinch. He reversed the blade and tapped Jay’s breastplate with the handle of the knife. “Good solid steel.” Jay did not flinch when Hammer tapped the face plate with the butt of the knife. “Solid. It won’t hold up like marine ceramics and must be heavy as a brick but I like the looks.”
 
   Jay reached down and clanged her wrist and on her chest plate. Peebee followed suit. Jay huffed air across Hammer’s face. The marine did not flinch.
 
   Hammer laughed. He reached out a hand to pat Jay’s shoulder.
 
   “Stop,” Stone shouted.
 
   Hammer froze in mid-reach.
 
   Stone untangled himself from Allie. He wrapped an arm around Jay’s head. “Lieutenant Hammermill, I want you to breathe into Jay’s mouth.”
 
   Hammer pointed at the drasco. “That’s Jay?”
 
   “The one with the blue swirly-things on her breastplate is Jay. The one with the red flames is Peebee. They are sisters.”
 
   Hammer leaned in and blew his breath into Jay’s mouth.
 
   “Allie, you too.” Stone gestured to Jay’s mouth. “It is how they identify friend from foe.”
 
   They repeated the process with Peebee.
 
   “That will let you get close…sometimes,” Wright said. “They can be temperamental. Sometimes they let me get close and sometimes they don’t, but without the breath thing I wouldn’t try to get too friendly.”
 
   Hammer stepped up next to Jay. She swiveled her head around to watch him, not shifting her body.
 
   “Hey, Vedrian,” Hammer shouted. “Check out the tail stud; too much!”
 
   “They aren’t much for petting except around the head and upper neck,” Stone said, “they have pretty rough hides, but you can touch her. Just be careful or you will leave skin behind.”
 
   Hammer absentmindedly tossed Stone’s survival knife back to him. Before Stone could react to jump out of the way, Allie’s hand flashed out grabbed the knife and slid it into her uniform belt.
 
   “Thanks,” he said.
 
   Allie kissed him on the top of the head. “Anytime, Stone.”
 
   “Sorry to break up this reunion,” Maggot said, “but we have work to do. Everyone is going to have to change uniforms and we don’t have much time.” He started to hustle people off to various rooms. When he put a hand on Stone’s arm to move him toward a back room the drascos reacted.
 
   Jay stood. She had to duck because of the low ceiling but she seemed to expand as she hissed, shaking her arms and waving her head in warning. Peebee planted all four feet on the deck and whipped her tail over her head pointing her chrome tipped tail spike directly at Maggot’s chest. She slapped her breast plates with her wrist guards.
 
   Everyone, including Hammer, took a step backwards.
 
   “Well crap me!” Hammer said.
 
   Stone shook Maggot’s hand off his arm and slowly placed his palm on Peebee’s tail spike avoiding the ring of sharp studs around the base. He pushed gently guiding Peebee’s tail toward the ceiling.
 
   “That’s enough, Jay,” he said.
 
   Jay sat on her haunches, but kept her neck stretched to the ceiling. Her head swiveled back and forth. Stone realized she was keeping one eye on Maggot all the time while the other eye scanned for additional threats.
 
   “Well, Maggot,” Stone said, “You may be my parent’s friend, but even Jay and Peebee realize it doesn’t give you the right to try and manhandle me about.”
 
   “Um…sorry, Mister Stone,” Maggot said backing even farther away from the drascos. “I was just trying to hurry things along. We do have a limited time window and I need to get you into the other room to get you into a proper uniform.”
 
   “Yes, Agent Storovitch, I will try to hurry. I think my drascos have answered your question about how they will respond as my bodyguards. I think it best you have my uniform brought out here. I will stay with Jay and Peebee.”
 
   “You are going to change clothes in my lobby?” Brady asked.
 
   Stone shrugged. “Would you rather I leave my drascos unattended in your lobby? I certainly won’t guarantee the condition of the room when I get back.”
 
   “Okay.” Maggot said. “I will have one of the resource ladies bring you a uniform.”
 
   Brady shook his head. “I don’t think-”
 
   “Okay,” Maggot interrupted. “Senior Agent Brady can bring you a uniform.”
 
   It did not take Stone long to get into a clean new midshipman’s dress uniform. It was complete with all of the appropriate patches, badges and bangles matching his last posting. It was complete with the requisite tab listing his station as third watch warehouse three-whiskey for the U.E.N.S. Periodontitis. 
 
   In short order Commander Wright appeared in her dress uniform. Vedrian and Hammermill both in marine dress blacks followed her. Their medals and commendations jangled on their chests. Stone glanced down at his bare chest feeling comparatively naked.
 
   He grinned at Allie and pointed at the impressive display of medals and ribbons “Nice chest.”
 
   “That is the last time you make that old joke, Mister Stone,” she said with a smile.
 
   “What about mine?” Hammermill said. “I will trade you my fruit salad for one of your drascos.”
 
   “Not a chance, Hammer,” Stone said. “I am not sure I could trade them if I wanted to. Besides I think I might need them pretty soon.”
 
   “So what is next, Commander Wright?” Allie said. “You two have got us released from the slammer and the agent back there said our records would be expunged. We are clear to get back to our duty station, but…” She let her voice trail off pointing at her dress uniform. “This is not exactly the outfit I would select for a working marine.”
 
   “I am not sure it is up to me to say,” Wright replied.
 
   “I can’t fill you in completely,” Stone said, “someone killed us and blamed you for it. I intend to find out who and do something about it. Agent Storovitch, Maggot, has a plan to get us back on board the Ol’ Toothless. I kind of volunteered your help. Is that okay?”
 
   Allie looked shocked, “You volunteered our help in finding who tried to kill you and who got us locked in a tiny cell? You have the gall to ask if that is okay?”
 
   “Ooyah!” Hammer shouted. “You would have to lock me back up to stop me.”
 
   Allie nodded, “Amen, brother.”
 
   Stone grinned, “I really thought that but I didn’t want to assume-”
 
   They were interrupted by the appearance of Maggot. He was wearing a marine two-star general’s uniform and was followed by Bob and Jake. The agents were in work coveralls wearing badges of the Emperor’s General Accounting and Tax Office.
 
   Stone decided not to ask how they generated uniforms so fast. The resource ladies must have the same type of arts and crafts equipment Aunt Ruth had in her backroom.
 
   “Let’s go,” Maggot said. “You have said enough, Mister Stone. I will brief this team on the way to the shuttle docks. The Periodontitis is holding for us, but they won’t wait forever. They have a schedule to keep.”
 
   Stone shook his head, “We are not quite ready.”
 
   “What do you mean? This is my investigation, Mister Stone. I set the tone, the time and the place.” Maggot turned red in the face as his voice rose.
 
   Peebee’s tail whipped up over her head. Stone did not stop her.
 
   “I told you before, Maggot. I know you need me more than I need you so don’t keep pushing me,” Stone said through gritted teeth. “I want Allie and Hammer armed and Commander Wright armed too for that matter.”
 
   “Armed?” Maggot shouted. “They are dressed as honor guards for a general, you young pup. They are not going into combat.”
 
   Stone said, “Don’t shout at me, Agent Storovitch.”
 
   “Come on, Stone,” Maggot said, trying to calm his voice. “Firearms are not indicated in this type of welcoming ceremony. How do you think we are going to get everyone on board? We sent a message to Admiral Shalako to expect a marine two-star general for transport to his next station. Admiral Shalako will hold his departure for a person with higher rank but he won’t wait forever.”
 
   “Why marines?” Allie asked. “I know every one-star general and above on the marine database and you aren’t one of them.”
 
   “Check your p.a.,” Maggot said. “I think you will find I am officially who I appear to be. I think you will find I don’t have to ask you to volunteer to aid me in my investigation. I can just order it. That is just a side benefit. I chose to be a marine general because that will get me a marine welcoming party. I need to be able to speak to Major Munos as soon as possible.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Allie said. She glanced at Hammermill who looked up from his p.a., nodded and shrugged. “At your command, General. And his name is Numos.”
 
   Maggot waived a hand dismissively at Allie as if the major’s name did not matter. He looked at Stone. “Since my rank is official and way above your midshipman rank, you can forget your wish to have your marines armed.”
 
   Stone said, “No, they go armed. Grandpa, and Dad for that matter, always quoted some ancient writer named Robert Heinlein who said that an armed society is a polite society. Shalako may or may not attend this welcoming ceremony. Either way I want our reception back aboard the Periodontitis to be polite. Everyone goes armed or I don’t go. There are no navy officers here in my chain of command so if I am forced to I will go find a navy officer and report in to him. Tamvor is not like Brickman’s Station, I am sure I could find some permanent party here.”
 
   “All right,” Maggot seethed, “but don’t expect to keep exhorting me, young man. Brady, open your armory.”
 
   Stone said, “I am going to get the drascos up on their containers and I will find enough extra carts to get everyone loaded up. Lieutenant Hammermill, would you find me something appropriate from the armory please?” Without looking back he headed out into the corridor.
 
   “Grandma would skin me alive,” he told Jay as he patted the container and gestured for her to climb up. “I shouldn’t really be talking back to Maggot. I don’t know why I am so obstinate with him. Aunt Ruth vouched for him so I guess he is alright. Commander Wright seems to like him.” He reached out to push Jay from behind to get her backside up onto the container, but pulled his hands back at the last minute. Jay continued to inch her way up on the container sliding slowly forward on her belly.
 
   “I really need to get me some strong work gloves to be around you two. My hands are already like hamburger from rubbing up against you.”
 
   He turned to Peebee. Without a command she leaped onto her container.
 
   “You know, I really have to try and remember to listen to Maggot. It is his investigation. Still…” he let his voice trail off as he looked around for extra luggage carts. He spotted a few at the junction near a freight elevator and he trotted over to them. They were designed to look like a standard container, each had four sides but without a top. They had the universal connectors so he hooked three together and brought them back.
 
   “What do you think, Jay?” he asked his drasco. “Put them all behind? Or all in front? No? Okay, one in front and two in back.”
 
   “Do they ever answer back?”
 
   He spun around. Allie was there grinning at him. Hammermill was right behind her.
 
   “No,” he said, feeling his blush start to rise. “It just seems more sane to talk to them than talking to myself.”
 
   Allie laughed, “I know how you feel. I get the same feeling around second lieutenants.”
 
   “Hey!” Hammermill said. “I resemble that remark! Say Mister Stone, show me how you hook those carts together.”
 
   It only took Stone a couple of seconds to show Hammermill which plug to connect to which port. Hammermill repaid the instruction by handing him a small hand-held burner in a holster to strap around his hips.
 
   “Feel comfortable?” Allie said.
 
   “Nope,” Stone admitted. “I’ve never fired a handgun in my life except the simulated ones in exercises. I got to fire a couple of rifles in training, but we didn’t shoot them more than a half a dozen times. I guess no one expects midshipmen to do much shooting.”
 
   Maggot spoke up from the doorway, “Most people don’t expect midshipmen to do what we are expecting you to do either. You just listen to me and we will get through this.”
 
   Stone wanted to shout back ‘you’re not the boss of me’. He caught himself at the last moment. Instead he said, “I suggest the General and Commander Wright retake the seats they had before. Lieutenant Vedrian, if you would ride drag and Lieutenant Hammermill can take point. Bob and Jake’s luggage can go in the cart right second to the last. They can ride with their own baggage.”
 
   “Do you have any particular reason for that placement?” Wright asked.
 
   Stone shook his head. “It just seems to me that if the general is in a hurry to get where we are going, then it makes us look very official that way; sort of balanced.”
 
   Bob raised his hand. “It is against station regulations to ride on luggage carts.”
 
   Maggot nodded, “I can’t imagine anyone stopping two armed marines, two high ranking military officers, two of the Emperor’s tax auditors, and two of these drascos. If you were a low paid security officer would you stop this bunch?”
 
   Everyone climbed aboard their respective carts. Stone took off heading for the appropriate docks; following the map on his p.a. Hammermill seemed to enjoy riding in the front cart, yelling at people to clear the way. When they saw what he was yelling about, they jumped out of the way, ducking into doors, side corridors and pressing up against the bulkheads.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY ONE
 
    
 
   It did not take long before they pulled up to the navy docks.
 
   A Petty Officer glanced at his p.a. He snapped to attention and waved the group into a shuttle area. Stone noticed the man’s patches on his utility uniform indicated he was assigned to Tamvor Station and not the Ol’ Toothless.
 
   “General,” the man stammered. “I am getting calls from the captain of the Periodontitis, Admiral Something-or-other, to get a move on here so if you could get your…your…entour…your group on board, the pilot is ready to cast off right away.”
 
   “Thank you, Petty Officer.” He turned to the group. “Let’s not stand on ceremony or keep the admiral waiting. Let’s just get aboard.”
 
   “No sir,” Stone said before he could stop himself. “Sorry sir, but as a senior officer with an armed escort we need to let Lieutenant Vedrian take command of her escort detail. She can have Hammermill check the shuttle first.”
 
   Without waiting to be told Hammermill charged into the shuttle with his rifle held at port.
 
   Stone and the two auditors took the time to move the luggage into the shuttle’s hold. The containers with the drasco food went in under their own power but the auditor’s gear needed to be managed by hand. Stone grunted with the effort. He wondered what they were carrying that could be so heavy but he was somehow comforted to be doing such a familiar and menial task.
 
   The Petty Officer tried to help, but Stone waved him back. The Petty Officer took the opportunity to wander away to his other duties, or to rejoin a previously interrupted dice game, whichever came first. Stone and the auditors had all the luggage stowed before Hammermill returned from the cabin inspection.
 
   Hammermill pushed a spacer third class ahead of him. He braced to attention at the shuttle hatch and shouted, “All clear, General.”
 
   The spacer third class looked a little confused. “General, I am your steward for this short flight. What can I do to help?”
 
   Maggot said, “Just stand to the side, Spacer, until we get on board then get us buttoned up and on the way quickly.”
 
   Stone stepped through the hatch, calling Jay and Peebee to follow him. At the sight of the drascos the spacer looked as if he was ready to bolt. Stone moved past Hammermill to the last row of the shuttle. He was not sure where he was going to put Jay and Peebee. Normally there was not any open deck space.
 
   Peebee solved the problem by climbing onto the last row of seats and spreading out. She braced her feet and plunked her ample behind across two seats. Stone was sure the fabric was not going to stand up to her hide. Jay crawled into another row, wiggling to get comfortable.
 
   Stone sat in the row just ahead of them. Jay stretched her neck out and plopped it in his lap. Peebee’s eyes peaked over the top of his seat and then slid across to rest her head on top of his head.
 
   Hammermill took the seat across the aisle. Soon everyone was in and buckled down.
 
   The steward checked everyone’s harness, but backed away from Stone when Jay raised her eyes to watch him.
 
   “Mister,” the spacer asked, “should those things be caged and put in the cargo hold?”
 
   Stone shook his head, “Spacer, I don’t think you have a cage that could hold them, plus the general is in a hurry. I believe Admiral Shalako is in a hurry as well.”
 
   “Not to worry, the Old Man won’t take off now that you are on board. If you say those things are okay, then um…I guess it is okay with me.”
 
   “Thank you, Spacer,” Stone said. “If you would get us moving quickly that would be great. And please ask the pilot to keep gravity at normal since we don’t have straps that will hold down our friends here. And,” he lowered his voice conspiratorially, “the general likes his rides fast and smooth.”
 
   After the steward left, Hammermill leaned across the aisle and patted Jay easily on the head. “Will these two really be all right on a shuttle?”
 
   “They were born on a navy shuttle, Hammer,” Stone answered with a wide grin. “This isn’t their first ride. Look, Jay is already asleep.”
 
   The pilot’s voice came over the shuttle’s cabin speakers. “We are pushing away from Tamvor Station now. We will be making a fast ride to the Periodontitis. We should be there before you know it. Inertial dampeners are on maximum so we should have a smooth ride as well.”
 
   Allie tried to turn and look at Stone, but she was hampered by the seat restraints. Finally she said, “Screw tradition.” She unbuckled and stood in the aisle.
 
   “No, Lieutenant…,” the steward’s voice started strong but died quickly when Allie gave him a cold hard look and shifted her rifle from one shoulder to the next.
 
   She slid into the seat next to Stone. She grabbed his face in both hands and kissed him long and hard on the lips.
 
   She sighed, looked into his eyes and said, “I am so sorry we argued, Stone. All I could think about was that you were gone and the last thing I said to you was…I don’t remember. It was just mean and uncalled for.”
 
   Stone looked over at Hammermill who was studiously field stripping and cleaning his rifle. He looked back at Allie, leaned over and kissed her gently. Peebee’s breath huffed across their faces, her head resting on his like a hat.
 
   “We could replay the argument on my p.a.,” he teased. “No, let’s not. It was my fault anyway. I wasn’t truthful from the beginning and I should know better. I was just afraid you would think I was some spoiled little rich kid just playing at being in the navy.”
 
   “You are a spoiled little rich kid just playing at being in the navy,” Allie laughed. “But heaven help me, I like you anyway.”
 
   “I like you too; a lot,” he replied. “And I am glad you came to like me before you found out I had some money.”
 
   “Who says I liked you before I found out you were rich? Oh, on a serious note: you are really going to have to tell me how you two are alive. No one survives hyperspace in a pod without hyperspace jump engines.”
 
   Stone said, “Well-”
 
   “General, we are docking now,” The pilot’s voice over the comms interrupted. “We are the last shuttle and have priority so we are coming to a stop right in front of the marine rank and file and as close to the reviewing stand as I can get. Steward, hatches to undog in five, four, three…now!”
 
   Maggot unbuckled before the steward could get up. “Son, hold up one minute.”
 
   “General?”
 
   “We can’t just get off. First, I need to see Major Numos in here,” Maggot said.
 
   “Who, sir?”
 
   “Marine Major Numos, Spacer. He should be the man in charge of the marine reception detail.”
 
   The spacer said, “Aye, aye, sir. I will get him right away.”
 
   Maggot held up a hand to forestall the enlisted man from rushing off. “After you tell the major I want to see him, I want to you wait outside until I signal you then I want you to ask Admiral Shalako to come in also.”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Do it just like I ordered,” Maggot said. “This is just between us, son. I can’t tell you why I need this done in exactly that order but let me ask you: who are we at war with?”
 
   “Sir,” the spacer snapped, “the Hyrocanians, General.”
 
   Maggot nodded, “That’s right. And do you know what those two creatures are in the back of the shuttle?”
 
   The spacer’s eyes snapped to the last row of seats. Jay and Peebee stared back at him.
 
   “Do you mean…I mean, are they…?”
 
   “Spacer, I am not saying they are Hyrocanians. I am just asking you a question. I can say those two in the back of the shuttle are dangerous creatures prone to random acts of violence if they are surprised or startled. Do you understand I need you to keep this to yourself and invite the major and then the admiral and only the admiral, just as I specified?”
 
   “Sir, yes, General.”
 
   Maggot waited looking expectantly at the spacer, who stared back. “Now,” he said finally.
 
   “Aye, aye, General.” The man undogged the hatch in what must have been record speed and he rushed out into the shuttle hanger.
 
   Maggot said, “Pilot, are you on comms?”
 
   “Yes, General.” The man’s voice echoed through the cabin speakers.
 
   “First, give me a visual from external pickups,” Maggot said. “Second, get off comms, external and internal. You go dark and silent until everyone has debarked.”
 
   A video of the docking bay snapped on. Maggot spotted the steward racing up an aisle between facing rows of marines. Their rows were four deep on each side of the aisle. The first two rows of marines were in dress blacks, the next two rows were in combat armor. Everyone was standing silently at attention.
 
   “Wouldn’t it be easier if we just went up to the admiral and arrested him?” Wright asked.
 
   Maggot looked at her. “I am not sure that would be easier. Bob, Jake and I might get away with it, but you and Stone are supposed to be dead. Your two marines are known to be locked up for murdering you. One look at any of you and the admiral will bolt. We are sunk if he locks down the hanger. We are sunk if he calls in any loyal security. We need to put the Emperor’s Writ in his hands personally or it loses its force.”
 
   The spacer raced up the aisle. He slid to a stop in front of a major. The man shook his head and spoke quietly. The enlisted man spun on his heels and raced over to another major. The spacer spoke so quietly the shuttle’s microphones could not pick up the sound.
 
   “Yes, I am Major Numos,” the man’s voice boomed through the shuttle cabin speakers. He turned to face the reviewing stand at the end of the aisle. “Admiral, pardon the delay.” He spun on his heels and raced to the open shuttle hatch.
 
   The video watched him step up to the shuttle and rap his knuckles on the metal hull.
 
   “Come,” Maggot shouted.
 
   Numos marched straight into the shuttle. He executed a perfect ninety-degree spin on his heels. His eyes raked the shuttle interior. He snapped to attention in front of Maggot. “Major Numos reports as ordered, General.”
 
   If Numos recognized anyone in the shuttle, and it would have been impossible not to, his face did not show any indication of recognition.
 
   “Major, I am General Storovitch,” Maggot said. “Do you know me?”
 
   “Sir, no sir. You were not on my database as of yesterday, but you certainly are listed there today. I have confirmed the validity of your ident with the station’s marine detachment database. You are, as of today, Marine General Storovitch.”
 
   “What would you attribute to my sudden rise in the ranks, Major? Please speak freely,” Maggot said.
 
   “Considering the company you’re keeping, General, you are either a sorcerer, a necromancer, the devil himself, or an E.M.I.S. agent. Not that it matters which, General, as those are pretty much all the same thing.”
 
   “Major, have you ever seen one of these?” Maggot handed the marine a pad. The screen glowed a regal purple.
 
   “No, General. I have never seen one of those, of course I do recognize the Emperor’s seal.”
 
   “This is the Emperor’s Writ. It gives me the authorization to become a marine general. I tell you this because I am sure you know I am not who I am pretending to be.”
 
   “Yes, General, You are too scrawny to be a real marine.”
 
   Maggot frowned. “Scrawny? I would prefer wiry, but you are probably right. This writ also gives me the authorization to place Admiral Shalako under arrest and begin an investigation into the events surrounding these people behind me and other such criminal acts as I might uncover. Do you understand that?”
 
   “Yes, General.”
 
   “I would like your cooperation to make sure the Periodontitis is secure from sabotage and that we safely get her back to Lazzaroni Station for a full-on investigation. We both know I have the right to order you to do what I need,” Maggot said with a glance at Stone. “However, I have been told recently it might be better if I asked for your help.”
 
   Numos broke attention and coldly looked Maggot directly in the eyes. “Do I get my lieutenants back?”
 
   Maggot nodded, “Of course, Major. I would like to borrow them to handle the bodyguard contingent details for Midshipman Stone and Commander Wright.”
 
   Numos nodded and snapped back to attention, “Yes, General. I am at your orders.”
 
   Maggot said, “Then as you were, Major.”
 
   Numos looked at Vedrian and Hammermill. “Are you two all right?”
 
   “Sir, yes sir,” they said in unison.
 
   “We need to get the admiral in here,” Maggot said. “I have to place this writ in his hands and get his replacement appointed before we do anything else.” He stepped to the shuttle hatch and waved at the spacer.
 
   While Maggot and Commander Wright watched the enlisted man race to the reviewing stand, Major Numos stepped back and clasped forearms with Allie. He then slapped Hammermill with an open hand on the back of his head.
 
   Hammermill rubbed the spot and grinned.
 
   Numos looked at the drascos. The drascos looked back at him. He looked at Stone. “Mister Stone, I should have let Heller pound you to a puddle back at Lazzaroni Station. You do nothing but complicate my quiet life as a combat marine.”
 
   “Sorry, Major,” Stone replied. “I would like to say it won’t happen again, but I think it might just get more complicated yet.”
 
   Numos nodded, “I was afraid of that the moment I saw you were back from the dead. You are going to have to tell me how you did that.”
 
   “Well-”
 
   “Admiral at the hatch,” the steward’s voice rang out. He raced away from the shuttle as previously ordered.
 
   “Admiral Shalako, as requested General,” the man stepped into the shuttle and walked up to Maggot without glancing around him. He held out his hand to shake hands.
 
   Maggot took his hand in a firm handshake and pumped it twice. Then he gripped it tighter grabbing the man’s wrist with his other hand. “Major Numos, please have your marines place the admiral under arrest.”
 
   “Yes, General,” Numos said. “Vedrian. Hammermill. Secure the admiral.”
 
   Shalako sputtered, but before he could utter a word, Allie and the Hammer had him bracketed. They did not touch him. No one in the shuttle, not even the admiral, was under any delusions he could go anywhere.
 
   Shalako started when he recognized Vedrian and Hammermill. “You two? You have been arrested for killing two naval officers, how can you be free?”
 
   Maggot still held the admiral’s hand. He let go of the man’s wrists and gestured over his shoulder at Stone and Wright. “You mean for killing these two?” he asked.
 
   Shalako turned pale when he saw Stone and Wright. “But you can’t…you’re…this has got to be a trick. I demand to be released immediately.”
 
   “No, Admiral Shalako,” Maggot said. He handed the reader to the admiral. “This is an Emperor’s Writ. Please read it at your leisure. However the sum and substance is that you are under arrest for conspiracy to commit murder, false imprisonment, bearing false witness against military officers, theft of the Emperor’s personal property, falsifying official government forms, and well, there is a whole list of charges you can get someone from the legal staff to read through for you. Before you protest your innocence, frankly you may be found innocent of some of them, but not all of them.”
 
   “But I am not guilty,” Shalako said.
 
   Maggot laughed, “I never get tired of hearing that no matter how many times I arrest people. Admiral, I have enough data gathered already to convict you on conspiracy to comment theft of naval goods going through the Periodontitis.”
 
   The admiral nodded, “Okay. I did skim a little off the top.” He looked pleadingly at Wright. “But, Danielle. I had nothing to do with hurting you or that young man. I didn’t even know anything had happened until the shuttle alarms on the bridge started ringing. Then it was too late, you were lost to hyperspace…” Suddenly, the admiral stopped. “You’re dead. How did you survive?”
 
   Stone started, “Well-”
 
   “We can get to that later,” Maggot interrupted. “Admiral, I am notifying you that I am having you replaced as captain of the Periodontitis.”
 
   Shalako laughed. “You can have the Ol’ Toothless. She is more problems than she is worth. Commander Melendez is…was my first officer. He will make a competent captain.”
 
   Maggot shook his head. “No, almost every officer you have on board is now suspect and under investigation.” He tapped a few commands into his p.a. “I am ready to place in command the only person in your chain of command I know is innocent of any criminal misconduct. Midshipman Stone is as of this date and time in command of the Periodontitis. Admiral, unless you have anything to add I am ready to broadcast the accepted Emperor’s Writ and the change of command order.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
 
    
 
   “Stop,” Stone said. “Do not broadcast that order.” He stepped forward toward the group near the door.
 
   Bob and Jake were still in their seats, cowering down as the drascos slid over them, flanking Stone.
 
   The admiral would have bolted, but Allie and Hammer grabbed him and held him in place. Maggot glanced over his shoulder and saw the drasco’s talons ripping the un-ripable fabric on the seats. He braced his back against the cockpit bulkhead. Wright stepped nimbly to the side, but did not flinch when Peebee crawled past her.
 
   “Not now, Stone,” Maggot said.
 
   “Yes now, General Storovitch or Agent Storovitch or whatever. You have already placed me in command of the U.E.N.S. Periodontitis. That makes anything aboard this ship my business.”
 
   “This investigation and the Writ are my business,” Maggot spat back.
 
   Jay lowered her head and hissed.
 
   Maggot pointed at the drascos. “You control your beasts and do what you are told.”
 
   Stone said, “I am really getting tired of people telling me to just do what I am told, General. But I do have a responsibility to this ship and the safety of her crew and cargo. By broadcasting that writ now you will place both the ship and the cargo in jeopardy.”
 
   “Broadcasting this accepted writ,” Maggot waved the pad containing the Emperor’s seal, “and getting this ship to Lazzaroni Station is the whole point of our being here.”
 
   “No,” Stone said. “My purpose is to find out who is stealing from the navy, who tried to kill Commander Wright and me, and who framed my friends for my murder. I will not hurt innocent people in the process.”
 
   “Innocent!” Maggot shouted. “No one is innocent. You just don’t know who is not guilty. Anyone who is not guilty can put up with a few minor inconveniences. This is the biggest criminal case in the last hundred years in this sector. I will not be hampered by a child, no matter who your family is.”
 
   “I am in command,” Stone shook his head. “You do not have the authority to revoke that appointment. And I am telling you, if you broadcast the writ until I tell you different, I will have you arrested for any ‘minor inconveniences’ you cause.”
 
   “Ha!” Shalako spat. “You’re just an arrogant street cop. You put a young pup, not dry behind his ears in command and you expect him to be a lap dog. You’re a fool, Storovitch. This is exactly why we never trust a midshipman with any more responsibility than wiping his own butt without direct supervision.”
 
   “Admiral,” Stone said. “The issue of command is between General Storovitch and me. What I want from you is to make this command transition as smooth as possible.”
 
   “Why should I care?” Shalako shouted. “You…” he started, but his voice failed him as Peebee stretched her neck out, shaking her head at the admiral.
 
   “Peebee. That is enough,” Stone said. “I will feed you later if you are hungry. We don’t eat admirals, they are full of hot air and will just give you gas.”
 
   Stone heard Hammermill chuckle, but he kept his eyes on Shalako. “Admiral, while you were in command there were incidents of attempted murder. That we know for sure. You may not have been involved as you say, but we know officers and enlisted men under your command committed murder. What do you imagine they will do if we lock this ship down and take everyone in for a complete investigation?”
 
   Shalako said, “They are navy. They will do their duty.”
 
   Stone shook his head, “They already tried to kill a superior officer in Commander Wright. Would they be above trying to kill others to cover their tracks, maybe an admiral? Or maybe they will just take the time to get into the databanks and change the information so someone else takes the fall for their crimes. Maybe an admiral already in custody?”
 
   “You do what you have to do,” Shalako said. “You will never get this ship back to Lazzaroni Station. This crew is loyal to me and I won’t be disloyal to any of them.”
 
   Maggot said, “Okay, Stone, you have had your say.” He started to tap commands into the Writ console.
 
   “Stop!” Stone shouted. “Commander Wright, please take that pad from General Storovitch. It, and he, are becoming detrimental to this vessel.”
 
   Wright held out her hand to Maggot.
 
   Maggot clutched the pad to his chest.
 
   Hammermill released his hold on the admiral and he held his rifle at point blank range in Maggot’s face.
 
   Maggot handed the pad to Wright.
 
   “Thank you, Hammer,” Stone said. “Major Numos, I realize you are in a difficult position. On one hand you have a marine general giving you orders; on the other you have the safety of this craft and many of the Emperor’s loyal subjects to protect.”
 
   Numos shrugged. “It is not as much of a conflict as you would imagine, Captain. My orders are to the U.E.N.S. Periodontitis and her captain’s orders. General Storovitch may outrank me, but he is transient aboard this ship. I must follow his orders, but only where they do not conflict with my original orders.”
 
   “Ha!” Maggot spat. “Major, I order you to call off your dogs and get me my pod to broadcast that writ.”
 
   “Dogs?” Numos smiled. “The Hammer became an officer because he is just like a junkyard dog that has been beat once too often. He responds to loyalty when he sees it, but his instincts are sharp. Did you know, General, that Hammer became a lieutenant because he saved the life of his commanding officer, plus more other marines than you have hairs on your backside, all at the risk of his own life? And he did so more than once.”
 
   “I don’t see what that has to do with anything,” Maggot replied.
 
   Numos said, “It has everything to do with it as I have been his commander since he was a boot private. I trust his loyalty and I trust his instincts. Captain Stone, what are your orders?”
 
   Stone pointed at Bob. “This auditor has bio data on four naval personnel involved in the kidnapping and attempted murder of Commander Wright and myself. They may have been involved in other crimes, including trying to frame Allie and Hammer for our murders, I don’t know yet.” He pointed at Maggot and the others, “We don’t know yet. Would you detail Lieutenant Heller and a small squad to locate and confine these individuals?”
 
   “I would like to volunteer for that duty,” Hammermill said.
 
   Stone shook his head. “Thanks Hammer, but if we stick our heads out that door someone is going to bolt. I don’t want anyone to sabotage the Ol’ Toothless, start a panic, or try to jump ship before we are ready.”
 
   “Crap!” Hammermill said, “Yes, Captain.”
 
   “Major Numos,” Stone asked, “do you have a place to lock down arrested individuals, to keep them separate from each other, but keep them detained?”
 
   “Yes, Captain,” Numos smiled. “We offered to set aside a couple of officer billets for Vedrian and Hammer when they were arrested. But the admiral seems to think we couldn’t police our own.” He spoke briefly into his comms.
 
   Stone nodded. He tapped open the comms on his p.a. and held it up to the admiral’s face. “Admiral Shalako, please call the bridge and order a general quarters alert.”
 
   “You young pup! Why do you think I would do anything you ask at this point?” the admiral spat.
 
   Stone grinned, “Hey Hammer. I get to be a young pup. Does that mean I might become a junkyard dog like you some day?”
 
   The marines laughed.
 
   Hammermill said, “Keep at it the way you are going, Mister Stone; and I will be taking lessons from you.”
 
   Stone turned back to the admiral, “Sir, the rest of this ship still thinks that you are in command. Everyone in this shuttle knows different. You and I both know that I am the captain of this spacecraft. You can do as I ask or I will add the charge of disobeying a direct order. If the Emperor’s judges are lenient you may get off with a few years probation for, how did you state it? Skimming a little of the top? But what is the punishment for disobeying a direct order in wartime? I am sure I do not know. I am just a young pup. What do you think it is?”
 
   “Bridge, this is Admiral Shalako. General quarters red alert. Now!”
 
   Every speaker in earshot began blaring out the alarm.
 
   Lieutenant Heller skidded to a stop just inside the door. His eyes bugged at the scene, but when he saw Hammermill, he whooped and leapt on the man, pounding on Hammermill’s head.
 
   Hammermill held the weight without flinching. He grinned, “Easy, brother. We got work to do.”
 
   “Major,” Stone said. “this alert should allow you to get your marines scattered to every corner of the Ol’ Toothless. Please get them in place to protect any vital systems.”
 
   Numos nodded. He grabbed Heller by the collar and dragged him off Hammermill. He grabbed Hammermill by his collar and dragged both lieutenants over to Bob and Jake. He began issuing orders to secure the ship through his p.a. The external pickup showed the welcoming ceremony had dissolved into organized chaos as marines and navy scattered to their appointed red alert stations. The marines halted their rush off the hanger deck and began to filter back, falling into informal ranks.
 
   Heller streaked out of the shuttle. The external video pickups showed him selecting four senior enlisted marines dressed in ceramic combat armor from among the dozens standing on the deck. Seconds later the group raced out of the hanger.
 
   A colonel stepped up to the shuttle hatch and banged his knuckles on the hull. “Marine Colonel Obregon requests permission to enter.”
 
   Stone called back, “Permission granted, Colonel. Major Numos, if you please?”
 
   “Yes Captain,” Numos nodded. “Colonel Obregon, I realize that you are transient aboard the Periodontitis, but we need to call for your assistance. As the highest ranking marine officer I would like you to help coordinate an internal defense of the ship.”
 
   Obregon’s eyes flicked to Maggot and dismissed him. “You may count on my support, Major. This is your boat. I place myself at your disposal.”
 
   Stone nodded, “Major Numos, how much time do you need to secure the Periodontitis?”
 
   “Fifteen to twenty minutes, Captain.”
 
   “Sorry, but I don’t think we have that much time left.” Stone gestured to the video. A squad of naval security forces was working their way across the hanger deck to the shuttle.
 
   Hammermill said, “We can stop them cold. We have a couple of hundred marines out there; half of them are already in combat armor.”
 
   “Not if I can stop this,” Stone said. He turned to Maggot. “It is too soon, but we don’t have any time left. Broadcast your writ. Then, I suggest that you drop the pretense of being a marine. I have learned recently,” he looked at Allie and smiled, “that it isn’t helpful to pretend to be something that you are not. Your rank has served its purpose. It got us on board and got us to meet the marines.”
 
   Maggot nodded and broadcast the Emperor’s Writ. He snapped the pod off, “Anything else, Captain?”
 
   “I suggest that you change into civilian clothes and begin your investigation. You may not believe me, but I want you to succeed, Agent Storovitch.”
 
   The admiral’s p.a. comm unit began beeping for attention. Shalako pulled it out and almost accepted the call. Stone reached over and pulled it from the man’s hand.
 
   “I don’t think so, Admiral,” Stone said. He tossed the p.a. to Maggot. “Have all of his calls routed through to you and your agents. You can do that?”
 
   “Of course, Mister Stone,” Bob answered.
 
   Wright said, “It is Captain Stone, Bob.”
 
   “No, Commander Wright. Bob is right,” Stone said. “I am still only a midshipman, so Mister is correct. I also happen to be a captain. And as such, we need to get to the bridge. That is my duty station during general quarters. Isn’t that correct, Admiral.”
 
   Shalako shrugged, “That is where I would have been ten minutes ago.”
 
   “Major Numos, should we put the admiral in a detention cell?” Allie asked.
 
   Numos nodded. He started to speak, but was interrupted.
 
   “No. I would like to keep Admiral Shalako with me,” Stone said. “Major, I would also like to keep Lieutenant Vedrian with me as head of an escort group. We need to leave now. Allie, please bring the admiral along.”
 
   He turned and walked out of the shuttle hatch into the hanger. Jay and Peebee padding along beside him. The marines filed out behind them. The approaching navy security team finally pushed through the marine’s informal formation.
 
   The junior ensign in charge shouted. “Hold. You!” he pointed at Allie. “Release Admiral Shalako. Stand down and submit to arrest.”
 
   Allie continued to hold Admiral Shalako by the upper arm. She looked at the junior ensign as if inspecting an unusual insect.
 
   Hammermill moved quickly to the left while Numos and Obregon moved to the right.
 
   “Everyone just calm down, please,” Stone said.
 
   The junior ensign shouted, “Shut up, Midshipman. You can speak when you are spoken to. Sorry Admiral, we will have you free in a moment. The shuttle steward told us you were probably taken captive by Hyrocanian agents. Is that them?” He pointed his gun barrel at Jay.
 
   Hammermill laughed, “Moron! Didn’t you even look at pictures of Hyrocanians in your own intelligence department? These are drascos. Every child north of the Shamark Drift knows what drascos look like. You want your admiral free? Try to take him. You couldn’t take him from me even if there weren’t a couple of hundred marines behind you.”
 
   The junior ensign nervously looked behind him.
 
   Major Numos said, “Ensign, if anyone fires their weapon in this closed hanger a lot of us are going to get hurt. We are all on the same team here-”
 
   “Attack, you fool!” Shalako shouted.
 
   Hammermill tossed his rifle over his shoulder to Allie and charged the security detail. He bent and sent a flying kick at the junior ensign’s rifle. It shot out of the man’s hands.
 
   Allie caught Hammermill’s rifle deftly and slung it over her shoulder. She did not release her grip on the admiral. She shifted her rifle, resting the muzzle lightly against Shalako’s chin.
 
   The security detail rushed forward.
 
   “Ooyaah!” Hammermill shouted. He took down the junior ensign with a hip toss, throwing him into two other navy ratings. He grabbed two more men and dropped them to the deck. A third man swung the butt of his rifle at Hammermill’s head.
 
   Hammermill grabbed the rifle butt as it swished past his skull. In one smooth motion, he locked a grip on the butt, twisted, tossed the rifle over his shoulder and punched the man in the nose.
 
   The man crumpled to the deck.
 
   Major Numos caught the thrown rifle, spilled the ammunition to the deck and shouldered the weapon.
 
   Two more security men jumped on Hammermill’s back. Suddenly it was a melee with security forces trying to get past Hammermill and marines pushing through to get to Hammermill’s side.
 
   Stone grunted and without thinking, rushed forward. He grabbed a man by the collar and yanked him away from Hammermill. The man came up swinging. Stone ducked the punch. He swung a fist into the man’s gut. He heard a swish, a clang of steel and was knocked to the deck as Peebee barreled past him into the riot.
 
   Stone heard a bellow and a screech. He saw a navy man swing a rifle at a marine in combat armor. Even faster than the marine could react with his combat enhanced neural net, Jay’s tail flashed forward. It crashed through the rifle splintering the unsplinterable stock. The spiked tail crashed sideways into the man, sending him flying across the hanger deck.
 
   Peebee grabbed two men with her bare hands and tossed them away like rag dolls. She did not seem to care that one was navy and one was marine. She barreled into a knot of swinging fists, plowing the combatants apart.
 
   Stone tried to call Jay and Peebee back, but a fist came out of nowhere and slammed against the side of his head. The next thing he knew, he was sitting on the deck. Jay and Peebee were standing over him, not allowing anyone to get close to him. They were both in their fighting stances with tails quivering, the chrome flashing in the overhead lights. He levered himself to his feet and patted each of the drascos on the head.
 
   He did not know how long he had been sitting on the deck, but the fight seemed to be over. Hammermill had the junior ensign in a headlock, holding him off the deck with his feet dangling. Marines held security personnel all over the deck. One marine was holding her arm, obviously broken. A few navy personnel were lying on the deck getting first aid from their marine counterparts.
 
   Hatches clanged shut all around the hanger deck. The main hatch door shot open and two naval security officers stepped into the hanger. One man stood by the door, ready to slam it shut. The second one, a light commander, walked calmly across the hanger to the shuttle. His uniform had a security badge on his shoulder, ringed in red, showing he was in charge of the ship’s security forces component. He walked up to the small knot of officers. He nodded at Numos and Obregon. He started at the sight of Vedrian still holding a rifle against the admiral’s chin.
 
   The man cleared his throat. “Admiral? We were told you were being held by Hyrocanian agents?”
 
   Stone stepped forward. He wobbled a bit, but put a steadying hand on Peebee.
 
   “Commander, I am Midshipman Stone. You have received a broadcast of an Emperor’s Writ?”
 
   “Yes, I have received the writ, Mister Stone. I know who you are. I was in charge of investigating your accidental death.”
 
   “Sir, as you can see. I am not dead, nor was in an accident. Also, do you see any Hyrocanians here?”
 
   The ensign squeaked out around Hammermill’s headlock. “They are holding Admiral Shalako hostage. Why are you just talking to them? Gas the whole lot and we can sort it out later.”
 
   “Ensign,” the commander said. “I would be inclined to do just that. Consider for a moment that we know for a fact Mister Stone is dead and so is Full Commander Danielle Wright, yet she is standing over there as alive as anyone has ever seen her.” He pointed at Vedrian and Hammermill. “That marine and that one were in lock up on Tamvor Station. I put them there myself. Yet, here they are. I do not see any Hyrocanians or any of their known agents. I will admit I don’t recognize those creatures with Mister Stone, but they are not Hyrocanians. So I am more inclined to talk first.”
 
   Stone said, “Thank you, Commander. I can-”
 
   The commander held up his hand interrupting him. “Why am I talking to a midshipman? Who is the highest rank here?”
 
   Stone shrugged, “I am, Commander. Please take a quick moment and read through the Emperor’s Writ.”
 
   “All right,” the commander said. “Everybody just stay calm. And you, Hammermill, put my junior ensign down. I promise he will behave himself.”
 
   He tapped open his p.a. “Mister Stone, this is several hundred thousand bits of legalese. It will take me a week to work through this.”
 
   Stone noticed Maggot had changed back to civilian clothes already as he stepped up to the commander.
 
   “I am Empirical Military Investigative Service Agent Ivan Storovitch. This is the relevant part of the writ for you.” He pointed at the screen, scanned down and pointed at another place.
 
   The commander nodded, “I have never seen one of these writs in real life, but I have seen dozens of examples in training. This seems clear to me.” He turned to Stone. “What are your orders, Captain Stone?”
 
   “Thank you, Commander,” Stone said. “First, please get some medical assistance here for the men that may need help. Second, please clear a way for me and my staff to get to the bridge. Third, please place yourself and your staff at the disposal of Major Numos in his efforts to secure this vessel.”
 
   “Aye, aye, sir.”
 
   Everyone crowded around Stone.
 
   Wright grabbed Stone by the hair, twisting his head around and looked at his temple.
 
   “Ow! What are you doing?” Stone grunted.
 
   “You took quite a shot to the face there, Stone. I just wanted to make sure you are okay. Did you lose consciousness?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Did you pass out?”
 
   Stone shrugged, “I don’t think so. I got dizzy for a bit, but I am okay.
 
   “Maybe you are okay and maybe you are not. See a doctor as soon as you can, okay?” Wright said.
 
   “You’re a doctor,” Stone smiled.
 
   “You know what I mean. You aren’t a goat, you know,” Wright said.
 
   Allie dragged Shalako over. “I will make sure a doctor gets to him,” she said.
 
   Maggot pointed at the hatch. “You need to get to the bridge, Stone. The marines can lock this ship down, but you need to get us back to Lazzaroni Station, the faster the better.”
 
   “No. You need to see a doctor first,” Wright said.
 
   Hammermill asked, “Hey! What are we going to do with all these security forces who attacked us? Have ‘em locked up, Mister Stone!?”
 
   Stone shook his head and winced at the pain. “Hold on people. Major Numos, can you and the Commander clean up this…misunderstanding?”
 
   The men looked at each other and shrugged.
 
   “Yes, sir,” Numos said. “Damages due to inter-service training exercise.”
 
   “Sounds good to me,” the commander grinned.
 
   “Okay, everybody else walk. We are going to the bridge.” Stone turned and stumbled slightly. He braced himself against Jay, but lost a layer of skin on his forearm. “Crap! Sorry Jay, that wasn’t your fault.” Suddenly Allie was standing next to him bracing him up.
 
   Stone had to admit she was a lot more comfortable to lean against than Jay or Peebee. He walked stiffly across the hanger. He wanted to look back to see if anyone was following, but he was afraid that if they were not following he would not know how to make them.
 
   He looked up at Allie. “I got my rear end kicked back there didn’t I?”
 
   “Yep, you got your clock cleaned like a trooper,” Allie smiled. “Nice try, though.”
 
   “You’re not disappointed in me?”
 
   “Why? I don’t like you because you are a fighter. If that was my criteria I would be all over Hellboy instead of panting after a scrawny midshipman like you.”
 
   He parted a sea of enlisted security forces in the corridor beyond. When the crowd saw Jay and Peebee behind him, they parted farther. Spotting a bank of elevators at the end of the corridor, he checked his p.a. and selected an elevator to take him to the bridge level. He had his p.a. call for the elevator before he got there. It opened just as he arrived and they stepped in without breaking stride.
 
   He turned around and was pleased to see quite a group had followed along with him. He squeezed into the back to make room for a dozen armored marines with Major Numos, plus everyone from his party on the shuttle.
 
   Hammermill had Shalako by an arm. “Excuse me, Captain Stone. What do you want me to do with this?”
 
   “I want to keep Admiral Shalako with me. I had hoped he would help to avoid incidents like what happened in the hanger bay, but I guess we will need to find someplace to put him. And Hammer, please try not to twist that arm out of the socket, okay?”
 
   “Oops. Sorry, Admiral.” There was no hint of apology in Hammermill’s voice.
 
   Stone tapped his personal assistant’s communications device. “Bridge, this is Captain Stone. Do you know who I am?”
 
   The voice came back, “Yes, Mister Stone.” There were voices arguing in the background, but the voice did not say any more.
 
   “Good,” Stone said. “Please stop the red alert, but keep everyone at their stations.” With a nod to Wright, he added, “And ask a doctor to meet me on the bridge.”
 
   “I would like to be dismissed to go to farms and check on my animals,” Wright asked.
 
   “No,” Stone said. “Not until we get a report from Major Numos that the four men who attacked us have been arrested and detained or he is able to provide a sufficient security detail to protect you.”
 
   “But you have to let me go, I am not doing any good here,” Wright said.
 
   Stone turned to Numos, “Major, I thought you had things to do in the hanger and yet you left it?”
 
   “Yes sir. Colonel Obregon can handle things there. Marines are used to being at the pointy end of a sharp stick. In your case, it is more like the curvy part of a spoon as you stir things up. I thought I should be near you for now. Should I have done different?”
 
   Stone shrugged. “That is your call, Major. I was just asking out of curiosity and so I will know next time. Dad always says that the best way to learn is to ask questions. Of course, Grandpa says that experience is the best teacher. That kind of sums up my family in a nutshell. Still, I am not qualified to question your duties.”
 
   Shalako snorted, “But you think you are qualified to run a spacecraft? Ha!”
 
   Stone ignored him. “Have you heard from Heller?” he asked Numos.
 
   “He has detained three of the four men,” Numos answered. “He grabbed them at their stations. The fourth man wasn’t at his general quarters station.”
 
   “Send Heller to check for the man in sick bay,” Stone said.
 
   “Sick bay?” Numos smiled. “I should have thought of that.”
 
   Stone smiled back. “In my short time on the Ol’ Toothless I had more men show up for sick call during general quarters than showed up at their station. I guess that doesn’t happen in the marines?”
 
   Before he could answer, Shalako snorted. “It doesn’t happen here either. I see the reports. If there were malingering on this vessel I would know about it.”
 
   Stone just looked at Shalako.
 
   “I can detail a couple of marines to Commander Wright, if you want, Captain?” Numos offered.
 
   Stone nodded, “Please do. She has been away from her goats entirely too long. It makes her grumpy. Please have someone with her until Agent Storovitch completes his investigation.”
 
   “Yes, Captain.”
 
   The elevator doors parted into a large atrium and the group filed off the elevator. According to his p.a. the command bridge was straight ahead. To the left was Admiral Shalako’s quarters, his ready room and a conference room. To the right was a series of other offices for senior officers. A ring of security forces in combat suits lined the bulkheads of the atrium.
 
   “Lost, little boy?” Shalako laughed.
 
   Hammermill asked, “How about I gag this old guy, Mister Stone?”
 
   “Thank you for the suggestion, Lieutenant Hammermill,” Stone said. “But, he is an admiral and he hasn’t been found guilty of any crimes. He is to be detained, but not abused. His quarters are that way. Can we sweep his quarters for communications devices?”
 
   Bob said “Yes, Mister Stone. Jake and I can handle that for you. We can disable the comms on his p.a. as well.”
 
   “Good. I don’t want him making any calls in or out. Stick him in there, Hammer. Then come meet me on the bridge. Maggot, there is a conference room over there. I suggest you and your team use that for your investigation.” Stone looked around, but Commander Wright was already gone.
 
   He looked up at Allie. He was glad she was there. He really felt alone. Even surrounded by Major Numos and ten marines in combat armor he felt naked. He grabbed Jay and Peebee around their necks and squeezed them. He reached to grab Allie’s hand, but she pulled it away.
 
   “Major Numos, I intend to enter the bridge. I am very confident I will not be welcomed there, but I do not want it to look like an invading force,” Stone said.
 
   “I understand, Captain,” Numos said. “Marines are not allowed on the bridge anyway. On the other hand, you have tasked me with your safety. I can’t do that out here.”
 
   Stone nodded. He walked away from the group and stepped up to a spacer third class standing at attention along the bulkhead of the atrium. The spacer’s faceplate flipped open in salute when Stone was exactly three meters away. The spacer was a young blonde woman encased in the best combat armor the navy had to offer. She held a loaded rifle in her hands, yet, her eyes looked as if she wanted to be anywhere but here.
 
   “Spacer, do you know who I am?” Stone asked. He spoke loud enough that his voice carried across the atrium.
 
   “Yes sir. You are Midshipman Stone, the captain of the Tooth…I mean, the Periodontitis.”
 
   “Thank you, Spacer. Relax, would you? You’re making me nervous, okay?” Stone laughed. “I am already scared enough without you making it worse.”
 
   The woman started to laugh, thought better of it and stopped. Then, she giggled anyway.
 
   “You keep an eye on my back, okay?” Stone smiled. “You and the rest of your buddies out here. Okay? It is a strange day, but things will get better.”
 
   A red dot appeared on the Spacer’s breastplate. It slid quickly toward Stone. He flung himself sideways as a shot rang out. The spacer was knocked over by the impact of the bullet, but Stone knew she wasn’t hurt. Navy armor could stand up to a hail of bullets, but it was not built to dissipate the impact force.
 
   Stone rolled to his feet and dove behind a row of potted plants as a second shot spanged off the deck where he had been a second before.
 
   Marines and navy personnel pointed their weapons in all directions, but no one fired.
 
   Stone jumped to his feet at a human shriek and then a woman screaming. He was knocked off his feet by Peebee as she slammed into him and held him to the deck. Weapons clattered as they swung to bear on the drasco.
 
   “Hold fire,” Stone shouted. “Cease fire!” He pushed against Peebee but was unable to budge her. “Peebee, get off me.” He finally wiggled free, leaving patches of his uniform behind and the odd patch of skin.
 
   Across the atrium, Allie had jumped at the shooter. Rather than use her own weapon she had pulled Stone’s survival knife from her belt and removed the shooter’s trigger hand. It was a tall, chief petty officer that Stone did not recognize. The man was standing staring at the stump of his arm, watching the blood spurt out.
 
   Allie stood ready with the knife at the man’s throat in case he twitched. The guns of the surrounding armored security forces pointed at the man. 
 
   One of the security forces bent down, picked up the man’s weapon and tossed it aside. A huge gauntleted hand grasped the man’s wrist and wrapped a clamp on the stump. A touch of a button and the clamp squeezed the blood flow to a stop. Pulling a tube from a thigh storage bin, the person in the suit spread biogel across the stump. It picked up the severed hand and spread the rest of the biogel on the wrist. It dropped the hand in a bag and handed the bag to another navy suited figure. At a gesture, two other security forces grabbed the man and hustled him onto an elevator.
 
   The security force pointed at another security force, swirling a finger at the puddle of blood on the deck. The second man sprinted to a closet and dragged out a wet-dry vacuum. In seconds, the vacuum was mopping, sweeping and drying the deck tile.
 
   Stone heard a woman shriek and he spun to face the sound. At the opposite end of the atrium a woman was holding her rifle above her head in surrender. Numos had the muzzle of Hammermill’s rifle pointed at the woman’s right eye.
 
   But the woman was not concerned about Numos or the other security forces rifles pointed at her. Her eyes were glued to Jay. The drasco was hugging the deck with her tail up over her head. The chromed point was inches from the woman’s chest.
 
   “Jay,” Stone called softly. “That is enough. You come back over here with Peebee and me.”
 
   Jay’s spike inched forward and gently tapped the woman at the base of the throat. It was so gentle the woman could barely feel it, but it was too much and she lost bladder control. Jay pulled back her tail and opened her mouth to sniff the woman from head to foot. To anyone unfamiliar with drascos it looked as if Jay was searching for a place to take a bite.
 
   Jay shook her head as if in disgust. She did not turn her body, but continued to watch the woman as she walked over to Stone.
 
   Major Numos tapped open his comms. “Hellboy, shag your can up to the bridge atrium area. We have a prisoner for you to lock away in marine country. It is a female, so bring a corresponding marine type. A second prisoner has been taken to the sickbay on…”
 
   “Baker Deck, Major,” a voice called out.
 
   “Baker, Lieutenant Heller. Get someone to pick him up as soon as he has gotten the doctor’s clearance. It might take a few minutes for the doctor, they have to reattach the man’s hand.”
 
   Everyone in the atrium could hear Lieutenant Heller’s response. “Yes, Major. I am on my way to the Atrium now. I have Corporal Omaha with me for the female prisoner. I dispatched two men to sick bay on Baker. Missing hand, huh? Sounds like Vedrian has been busy.”
 
   “Roger that, Heller. Our little Allie has been dismembering the competition again. Numos out.”
 
   Stone looked at Allie.
 
   She shrugged.
 
   Numos looked appreciatively at Jay and Peebee. “Mister Stone, those things are fast. They beat every marine by two steps.”
 
   “Yes, sir. I imagine it comes from being bred on a planet where if you don’t move fast you get eaten.”
 
   Numos grinned. “It is the same all over, Mister Stone.
 
   The security force member who had administered first aid to the male shooter stepped up to Stone. The suit’s visor flipped up at exactly three meters away in a salute, revealing a woman.
 
   “I am Senior Chief Garza, Captain. I apologize. Those two are…were Admiral Shalako’s personal valets. They are…were authorized to be armed and to be here. I didn’t think they would attack you. I offer my resignation.”
 
   Stone shook his head. “No Senior Chief. I need you here. Your team responded as well as can be expected. However, I want this deck cleared of all weapons except for marines, your detail and the EMIS agents.”
 
   “Captain?”
 
   “Senior Chief, I found out today that I don’t like to be shot at. Bridge crews are required to be armed during general quarters, isn’t that correct?”
 
   “Yes, Captain.”
 
   “I want you to take only navy security forces with you. I want to you to go into the bridge and collect every weapon there. I am broadcasting this to the bridge crew so they know you are coming. Trust me; this is for their own good. I am taking my drascos with me in there and you saw that they are getting hungry. Any more attempts to shoot me and I will let them eat. I am also taking marine bodyguards with me. They are also hungry, if you get my drift.”
 
   “Yes, Captain.”
 
   “The bridge crew is listening, do you think they understand?”
 
   The Senior Chief looked at the overhead video cameras and nodded. “Yes, Captain Stone. I am sure they understand.”
 
   “Good, clear this entire deck of weapons.”
 
   “Aye, aye, Captain.”
 
   The door to the bridge slid open. A full commander stood in the doorway holding a blaster in his hand. “Captain on the bridge,” he shouted. He handed his blaster to the navy rating at the door and stepped back inside.
 
   One by one the bridge crew brought out weapons and handed them to naval security. Most of the bridge crew carried more than one weapon with them. From the doorway the Senior Chief ran a scanner around the bridge. She did not step into the bridge proper.
 
   “All clear, Captain.”
 
   “Thank you, Senior Chief.” Stone walked to the bridge hatch. He stopped in the doorway. He was not sure he really wanted to go on the bridge. He half expected to be shot, half expect to be jumped on and beaten, and half expected to be arrested for impersonating a captain. Instead he faced a room of officers, all very much senior to him.
 
   The commander stepped up to Stone, came to attention, then parade rest and then back to attention.
 
   Stone wanted to reassure the man, but he did not know what to say. He had never even been on a bridge before, much less been in charge. How was he to respond? Here he was facing a man whose rank was so exalted Stone had not ever expected to reach its heights. Yet, Stone was technically in command of the man and every other officer here. He almost came to attention himself.
 
   “Um…Commander, do you know who I am?” Stone asked.
 
   “Yes. You are Midshipman Blackmon Stone and according to my database you are both simultaneously dead and in command of the Periodontitis.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Stone said. “That about sums it up. You don’t know quite what to do with a midshipman who is a captain, do you, Sir?”
 
   The man smiled “No Captain, this is a first for me. Do you want to take the con?”
 
   “Sir?” Stone asked.
 
   “Ah,” The commander looked about him. “I am Commander Melendez. I am the commander of the central tower and first officer on the U.E.N.S. Periodontitis. That is, I am in charge unless you are here to relieve me like Admiral Shalako?”
 
   “No, sir,” Stone shook his head and winced at the pain.
 
   Melendez looked at Stone’s face. “That is going to be a real shiner unless you get medical to check it out.” He called over his shoulder, “Goobie, find out why that doctor isn’t here yet.”
 
   “Thank you, Commander.”
 
   “Does that hurt?” Melendez said.
 
   Stone shrugged, “Not as much as this.” He held up his arm where he had lost a layer of skin when he scrapped it across Jay’s side in the hanger. “Or this.” He twisted around to show the tatters and scraps where Peebee had sat on him in the Atrium.
 
   “Ouch,” Melendez said. “You definitely need to put something on those. And we are going to have to get you a new uniform.”
 
   Stone nodded. “Yes, sir. I didn’t show these minor injuries to you because I was expecting sympathy. Fact is, these are all my fault in one way or another. I just point this out because when I step onto the bridge I am bringing my drascos with me and they are the ones that did this damage.”
 
   “Drascos? Is that what you call those creatures, Mister Stone?”
 
   “Yes, sir. They are also part of my personal defense detail, sort of.”
 
   “Understood, Captain. I asked if you wanted to take the con. I mean, Mister Stone, do you want to take control of the ship now.”
 
   Stone shook his head, “Not quite yet, Commander. Can I be on the bridge and not take the con?”
 
   “Certainly, Mister Stone. As captain that is your prerogative,” Melendez said.
 
   “Good. Because I would like to come in and sit down for a while. It has been a busy day so far.” Stone walked into the room.
 
   The bridge was almost a circular room. There were three tiers of workstations stair-stepping up in a semicircle. An officer sat at each station. Most of the officers were watching Stone. A few officers remained focused on their duty stations.
 
   The remaining bulkhead from deck to ceiling was a real time display of Tamvor Station and surrounding space. The only thing on the deck was a conference table with a dozen seats.
 
   Melendez pointed to the chair at the head of the table. It had its back to the bulkhead display. “That is the captain’s chair, Mister Stone.” Melendez looked over Stone’s shoulder. He winced slightly. “Mister Stone, standing orders are that marines are not allowed on the bridge, certainly never armed marines.”
 
   Stone turned around, bumping into Peebee, scrapping his knee against her side. He saw Allie and Hammermill standing just inside the front door.
 
   Turning back to Melendez, he asked, “Whose rule, sir? Is it navy regulation, ship’s rule or just bridge tradition?”
 
   Melendez looked at Jay and Peebee as if they were a lot less objectionable than marines. “Mister Stone, it was Admiral Shalako’s standing regulation that army and marines were to wait in the atrium.”
 
   Stone nodded at his drascos. “No problem with pets, sir?”
 
   Melendez shook his head. “Oh no, Mister Stone, the admiral often brought his Pekinese onto the bridge.”
 
   “Is that a dog of some sort, Commander?”
 
   “Yes, Mister Stone, it is a rather obnoxious and yappy little puddle-making sort of a dog. Are you suggesting that we consider your marines pets?”
 
   Stone laughed. “I wouldn’t suggest it, Commander. The Hammer is quite obnoxious on occasion, but I wouldn’t call him yappy to his face.” He glanced at the two marines. He tried to look past them to see where Numos was, but he could not see around their bulk. “You know, Commander, someone very recently did call them dogs.”
 
   Allie laughed. “Sir, if it eases your mind, the old United States Marines back on Earth One were often called Devil Dogs by their enemies. We can live with that.”
 
   “Well I can’t,” Stone said. “First of all, they are not my marines. They are the Emperor’s marines, just as this ship is the Emperor’s ship. These two are actually assigned as staff on this spacecraft. What I am suggesting is that since Admiral Shalako is no longer in command that we change the regulation!”
 
   “That is acceptable, Captain,” Melendez grinned. “I certainly wouldn’t want to be the one to try and throw these marines off the bridge. I suggest we change the regulation to read, ‘authorized personnel only.’ It is well within navy regulations and allows us to say who or who is not allowed on the bridge.”
 
   “Thank you, Commander. Um, we do consider my drascos to be pets.”
 
   “Sir, they appear to be well behaved at the moment, but I have seen them in action both in the atrium and the hanger deck. I do not mean to question your right to have pets on board, you are the captain, but are you sure they are safe?”
 
   “Safe? From what?” Stone looked around. “I don’t see anything that can hurt them in here.”
 
   Allie said with a chuckle, “No, Captain Stone, I believe Commander Melendez wants to know is if he is safe from them.”
 
   “Oh,” Stone said. He looked at his drascos. They swiveled their heads around as they watched everything going on, but they looked relaxed. “They do seem to be calm right now, sir. They are not the type of pets you actually pet. Don’t try to touch them and you should be okay, I guess. And they are a bit protective of me, so I wouldn’t try to touch me either when they are around.”
 
   “Mister Stone, I heard you say that they were hungry and…um…well…”
 
   Stone grinned. “Commander, I apologize for that. Jay and Peebee are vegetarians, or what is that word…herbivorous. They don’t eat people.” He grabbed Jay around the head and pried open her mouth with his fingers. “See, Jay only has flat grinding molars.”
 
   Jay snapped her head around and grabbed Stone’s hand holding it gently in her mouth. The action drew gasps from several officers around the room.
 
   Stone ignored Jay and the officers, leaving his hand in Jay’s mouth. Looking back at Melendez, he said, “Commander Wright assures me they don’t eat meat.”
 
   Melendez shook his head. “Son, you may be comfortable enough to stick your head the in the mouth of a lion, but those things have big enough teeth to take a big bite out of someone whether they intend to chew and swallow, or not.”
 
   “I guess they do at that,” Stone said. “I do think they might be hungry. It has been a long day and they haven’t eaten in a while.”
 
   He looked up at Allie. “Lieutenant Vedrian, do you still have my knife?”
 
   “Yes, Captain.” Before she could actually finish the words, she drew the knife from her belt and held it out to him, hilt first.
 
   Stone glanced at the tiers of officers around him. He felt like he was on stage in an amphitheater. He was not particularly shy, but he was not used to having his every move scrutinized by fifty pairs of eyes.
 
   He slid his hand out of Jay’s mouth and pulled out a block of golden ooze from a pocket. Jay and Peebee’s eyes locked on the bar. He carefully cut the dried tree sap into two even pieces. The bar had been whittled on for a while and was pretty small, but it still made a bigger piece than they were used to getting as a mid-morning snack.
 
   Jay stood up on her hind legs, stretched her neck, puffed her chest out, waved her arms, and wonked loudly. The officers near the rail on the first and second tiers quickly backed up. Peebee shook her head and wonked louder.
 
   Stone pointed a finger at Jay. “Listen, Miss Greedy, just because you are trying to look bigger than your sister, doesn’t mean you get a bigger piece.”
 
   He tossed one piece high in the air. Jay jumped, snapping her teeth around the ooze and landing with a thump. He held the other piece out to Peebee. She took his whole hand in her mouth, but spit his hand out without the ooze.
 
   He tossed the knife back to Allie. Even though she had been watching everyone in the room except for him, she still caught the knife and slipped it into her belt. She continued watching the room as if she did not trust anyone in it except him, Hammermill and his two drascos.
 
   “Commander Melendez, I am sure you have read the important parts of the EMIS Agent’s Writ that put me in charge of the U.E.N.S. Periodontitis?”
 
   “Sir, it is a long document.” He waved a hand around the room. “There are a lot of officers here because of the general quarters alert. We have many more officers here than we would have for a normal station sub-light departure. We each took a few pages to summarize, so we do have the gist of its meaning. May I speak freely, Mister Stone?”
 
   “Sure. Why not?”
 
   “I am appalled at these criminal allegations.” He glanced around him at the men and women. “Frankly, I can’t imagine any of these fine officers being involved in such activities and I am angry that my friends and crew are being unjustly investigated.”
 
   “Fair enough, Commander. I can tell you that you cannot be angrier about unjust investigations than I am about having been drugged, stuffed into an escape pod and shoved into hyperspace. All-in-all, I do get your point. I doubt if any but a small percentage of officers or crew even had any knowledge about what has been going on.”
 
   “Yes, exact-”
 
   “Yes,” Stone interrupted with an angry edge to his voice. “But why didn’t you know? It is your ship too, right? You are the first officer, right? Why didn’t you know? It can’t be that hard to miss, if a lowly midshipman found out about it. Oops, sorry, sir. I shouldn’t have said that. I guess it is my own anger coming through.”
 
   Melendez did not speak.
 
   “Okay. What else, Commander?” Stone asked.
 
   “Speaking freely,” Melendez emphasized the phrase, “with your permission Captain, and nothing personal, but…I understand the need for the investigation. And while, I am appalled we are being investigated without cause, I am more appalled that we have to submit to the command of the most unqualified midshipman on board.”
 
   Stone nodded. “I get it, Commander. Thank you for being so polite up to this point. I really appreciate it. And believe me; I do appreciate your honesty. But, and this is a big but, the range of the investigation is stated in the Emperor’s Writ. Feel free to gripe to the Emperor the next time you see him. I can’t do anything about it. As to the other, let me check something first.”
 
   He pulled out his p.a. and called Numos. “Major, are we secure for now? I don’t want to hold everyone at general quarters any longer if I can help it.”
 
   “Captain,” Numos responded quickly. “We are as secure as I can make it right now. How far do I trust the navy security forces?”
 
   Stone said, “I am going to leave that up to you. You trust anyone you have to trust until you hear anything different about any specific individual.”
 
   He glanced at the drascos. Peebee had finished her ooze and fallen asleep. Jay was still chewing her ooze slowly, but her eyes were looking droopy.
 
   “I am going to sit right here at this table, Commander. You still have control of the ship. I suggest you release the ship from general quarters for now. Please tell every officer here they are free to leave the bridge and return to their quarters if they will not submit to my command.”
 
   Melendez started to speak.
 
   “And,” Stone continued, “if we fall below whatever number of officers is required to fly this ship to its next destination, please poll the second and third shift until you get enough officers up here. Let me know when you have done that and if you want, then I will take the con from you at that time, and you’ll be free to leave. Does that work for you, Commander?”
 
   “Yes, Captain. That is more than fair.”
 
   “Yep, that is me. Try to kill me and I just become a fair kind of guy…sir.” He swiveled his chair around and began calling up random bits of data on the table. He was reminded of the bar top the old gunnery sergeant had used to show him software data. He thought about it as he shuffled various screens on the table.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY THREE
 
    
 
   The next thing he knew he was jarred awake by shouting behind him. 
 
   “Oh crap!” he thought. “I wonder if anyone noticed I was asleep. Maybe I only drifted off for a second and no one saw.” He knew sleeping on duty was a major sin. It always had been and probably always would be. He did not even remember being that sleepy, just a bit tired from all of the running around.
 
   He looked at the table in front of him. It had a time indicator in one corner, but it did not matter since he did not remember what time it was when he sat down. He cleared his throat and reached for a bottle of water in a container set in the center of the table. He winced as the movement caused shooting pains pulsing through his head.
 
   He recognized one of the loud voices. “Maggot, this is a small room. Is it necessary to shout so loud?” He spun his chair around. Maggot and Melendez were standing toe-to-toe, both with red faces and clenched fists.
 
   Allie glanced at him. “Are you okay, Mister Stone?”
 
   “I think so. I was…um…just resting my eyes for a bit.”
 
   Allie said, “Yeah, that’s what I call it too. You missed the doctor. He did a couple of scans on your head. Once we could convince him that the drascos wouldn’t eat him, that is. He said to let you ‘rest your eyes’ a bit longer. The doc said you don’t have a concussion, just a little tired. Then these two start going at each other.”
 
   “So, Maggot, what is that all about?” Stone asked.
 
   “Commander Melendez has set course and gotten us under weigh without consulting me,” Maggot shouted. “You tell him to turn around. We are going the wrong way.
 
   “And why should I consult you?” Melendez spat back. “You don’t set the schedule for the navy. Captain, please explain to this civilian that he shouldn’t even be on the bridge.”
 
   “Don’t shout,” Stone said. “Please? I have a headache from getting punched in the face. And you know, I am really getting tired of people telling me what to do, okay? Can’t you two figure it out?”
 
   “You are the captain, Mister Stone,” Melendez said with a cold edge to his voice.
 
   Stone looked at Allie. She nodded in agreement although she did not look at him when she did so. She and Hammermill continued to scan the room, watching everything at the same time. Another marine stood side by side with a security force member in the atrium doorway with their backs to the bridge.
 
   He looked around at the officers on the tiers. He did not recognize any of them, but they looked like the same bunch that had been there before. Most of them should have left if they had been released from general quarters, even if Commander Melendez had left for their next space station. A few of the officers met his gaze, most would not. He did not know if that was a good thing or not.
 
   “Why did I join the navy?” he thought. “If I wanted people to keep telling me what to do all the time I could have stayed home. At least when Grandma told me what to do she just said do it, not make a decision and make someone else do it. Crap! Aren’t these the grownups?”
 
   “Okay,” Stone said with a sigh. “Agent Storovitch, you are first. What is your issue?”
 
   Maggot shouted, “This moron has-”
 
   Stone held up a hand to stop him. “Agent Storovitch, Maggot, if you can’t keep from shouting and name calling I am going to have Lieutenant Hammermill drag you out of here until you can behave like an adult. Got me, you clod?”
 
   Maggot closed his eyes for a second, took a deep breath and sighed.
 
   “Better now?” Stone asked. “Okay, remember I am just a lowly midshipman, so explain things to me in terms that even I can understand.”
 
   He heard Allie snicker, but when he looked she was studiously avoiding his gaze.
 
   “Mister Stone, I have delivered an approved Emperor’s Writ that gives me the right to investigate any activity on this ship I deem appropriate, to make such arrests as I deem necessary and to appoint anyone in command that I require to facilitate the investigation.”
 
   Stone nodded. “I got that part. That is why I am sitting here in the captain’s chair instead of having ice cream back on Brickman’s Station.”
 
   “Yes, Mister Stone, everything we have done so far has been done to get the Periodontitis to Lazzaroni Station for lock down and a complete investigation.”
 
   “I got it, Maggot. So what is the problem?”
 
   Maggot exploded and shouted. “He won’t go!” He jabbed a finger at Commander Melendez.
 
   “Really?” Stone said. “Lieutenant Hammermill, please drag this civilian out into the atrium. He is not allowed back on the bridge…no, he is not allowed back in my presence until he learns not to shout in polite company.”
 
   Maggot started to protest, but Hammermill grabbed him and practically carried him off the bridge before he could get a word out.
 
   Stone turned to Melendez. “Commander?”
 
   “Thank you, Mister Stone. I am glad you agree with me,” Melendez replied.
 
   “I didn’t say I agreed with you, Commander. As a matter of fact, I agree with Agent Storovitch. Someone on this spacecraft tried to kill me and if we have to go to Lazzaroni Station to find out who, then that is where we are going.”
 
   “But you can’t go to Lazzaroni Station. You don’t understand-”
 
   “No, and I am not going to understand.” Stone interrupted. “Not until you quit telling me what I can and cannot do and start giving me a good reason to listen to you. Or would you rather continue yelling at Agent Storovitch in the atrium. I am sure the Hammer will be glad to show you the way out.”
 
   “I am sorry, Mister Stone. Do you know where our next station is?”
 
   “Commander, I don’t know squat,” Stone answered with a sigh. “Please explain to me in complete, but simple terms as if you were talking to a lowly midshipman who doesn’t know anything except moving metal boxes around in tower three.”
 
   “Mister Stone,” Melendez said. “Our next stop is the front lines of the Hyrocanian War.”
 
   “We are on a direct course to the front lines?”
 
   Melendez nodded. “It is just as direct a course as I can make it. We are only a few minutes away from a hyperspace jump in that direction. What did you expect? This is a navy warehouse and supply ship. We carry everything our front line troops need to keep the Hyrocanians from attacking and slaughtering all across human space. Why do you think we gather up all of the missiles, food stuffs, and even replacement marines? Is this all just for fun? We are at war here. Our supplies are required at the front or our people die.”
 
   “Oh,” Stone said.
 
   “Oh?” Melendez spat back. “Yeah, oh! That agent picked a bad time to replace an admiral who had years of combat experience with a midshipman who does not have enough experience to get off third watch. But you’re here now, what are you going to do?”
 
   “How long to Hyperjump, Commander?”
 
   Melendez yelled over his shoulder, “Navigation, how long to hyperjump?”
 
   A voice shouted back, “Now, sir.”
 
   Stone closed his eyes. He took a shallow breath and thought about how he had been complaining that everyone had been telling him what to do. “Now I really wish I had someone telling me what to do,” he thought. “This isn’t good. I can defy the Emperor’s Writ and go where I might have a chance at getting killed again. And if I am not killed by the war, then when I get back I could be killed for refusing a direct order from the Emperor in a time of war. Or I go to Lazzaroni Station and other people die because I didn’t supply them.”
 
   Stone looked up at Melendez. “Hyperjump now, Commander. Please continue on your original course.”
 
   “Aye, aye, Captain.” Melendez said.
 
   There was a smattering of applause as if the officers present agreed with him, but most of the officers swiveled in their chairs and attended their monitors prior to the jump. A voice swiftly counted down and then announced that hyperspace had been achieved.
 
   “Commander Melendez, do I really have to take the con?” Stone asked.
 
   Melendez looked surprised. “No, Midshipman Stone, you do not. You are the captain. You may be on the bridge to advise and to give consent, leaving the actual con to the officer on deck. Admiral Shalako often gave advice and consent from his stateroom.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Stone snorted. “But his stateroom is right down that hallway. Mine is about fifteen kilometers down.”
 
   Melendez smiled. “I think we can find something a bit closer, sir. By ship tradition Admiral Shalako’s quarters is really the captain’s cabin. Since he has been relieved of command you can order him moved and you can move in there.”
 
   “No,” Stone said. “He is an admiral and he may be not guilty for all I know. I think his rank should allow him to stay where he is comfortable. Speaking of his comfort, can you get him another personal assistant or two? His last two were sort of damaged.”
 
   “That has already been taken care of, Mister Stone. But nice thought.”
 
   “I need to explain my actions to Agent Storovitch. He is not going to be happy.”
 
   “No Captain, he is not. But with your devil dogs and your drascos behind you, I don’t think there is much he can do,” Melendez grinned. “And while you were ‘resting your eyes’ we had a new uniform brought up for you. It is in your ready room.”
 
   “Thank you, sir,” Stone said. “Can you give the con to someone else and join me in the admiral’s conference room?”
 
   “Yes, Captain,” Melendez turned and called out. “Light Commander Gubicza, you have the con.”
 
   A voice floated down from the third tier. “Aye, aye, sir.” Ignoring the stairs and ramps, the athletic young officer vaulted the third tier rail, bounced on the second tier, fairly flew to the first tier, and then landed on the deck.
 
   “All right, you landlubbers,” he shouted. “We only have four weeks of hyperspace to get ready, so no slacking off up there.” He was deluged by a rain of styluses and empty drink cartons. “Commander Goobie has the con, sir.”
 
   Melendez shook his head, “The Emperor help us all.”
 
   “The Emperor help us all, sir,” Goobie shouted. “Amen. Can I get an amen from the gallery?”
 
   A chorus of amens rang in the room. Jay and Peebee awoke and wonked back. Soon the bridge was shouting amen and wonking with equal abandon.
 
   Melendez ushered Stone down the short corridor to the admiral’s conference room.
 
   “Commander?” Stone asked. “Is the bridge always that rowdy?”
 
   “No, Mister Stone. We can be very sedate and serious when we need to be. That type of shenanigans only happens when the admiral is off the deck. Admiral Shalako doesn’t approve and if you find it objectionable then I can have it stopped, Captain.”
 
   “No, Commander. You feel free to run the bridge any way you want to. Since, as we both know, I do not know what I am doing, I want you to take complete control of the bridge. Just let me know what is going on so I am not so far outside the loop that I will be in further violation of the Emperor’s Writ than I already am.”
 
   “Aye, aye, Captain. Trust me Mister Stone, the ship won’t see any activity for the next month while we transit hyperspace.”
 
   Stone looked grim. “You mean other than tossing a few officers into escape pods and sending them in to the gray to die?”
 
   Melendez paled. He started to speak. Stone stopped him.
 
   “Commander, I want to put a lock-out on all escape pods. We can’t use them in hyperspace, so no one even needs access to an escape pod.”
 
   “Sir, the escape pods will need to be prepped prior to our jump into the war zone.”
 
   “No one goes near them without an approved escort,” Stone replied with a nod. “I know there are a lot of ways to kill people on a spacecraft this big and I can’t lock them all off. But I can prevent someone from being thrown into hyperspace.”
 
   “Yes, Captain. May I ask who constitutes an approved escort?” Melendez asked.
 
   “That would be up to Agent Storovitch or Major Numos.”
 
   Stone turned to Allie. “Lieutenant Vedrian, would you contact Major Numos and ask him to join us? And Lieutenant Hammermill, please see if you can locate EMIS Agent Storovitch and ask him to join us as well.”
 
   Bob and Jake were already set up in the conference room. They jumped to their feet when Stone and Melendez entered the room.
 
   Stone looked back at Commander Melendez. “Sir, the bridge may be quiet during hyperjump, but I can tell you there are other rather unpleasant things that have happened to me and others during hyperjump on this spacecraft.”
 
   Melendez looked thoughtful. “Mister Stone, I don’t understand how you could have been pushed into hyperspace and still be standing here.”
 
   “That is a very long story, sir. A story for another time,” Stone relied. He handed his p.a. to the commander. “Please review the areas I have marked while we wait for the others to join us. That data should give you a very good summary of why this investigation must go forward, even as we go to the war’s front lines.”
 
   “Aye, aye, Captain,” The man said as he began scanning the data.
 
   Stone said, “If you would all excuse me, I need to go to the ready room. I need to change and freshen up a bit.”
 
   Allie followed him down the short corridor.
 
   “Major Numos is on the way, Captain.”
 
   Stone grinned. “Thank you, Allie. You don’t need to come with me just to watch me change clothes.”
 
   “Wrong, Captain,” Allie said. “As your security escort I need to check the safety of your ready room before you go in. I will stand guard on the hatch as long as you are in there. I will guard from the outside.”
 
   Stone reached out to grab her hand but she pulled away. He frowned, “Are you mad at me?”
 
   Allie shook her head, but she would not look at him. “No, Captain. But our personal relationship is over-”
 
   “What!” Stone interrupted. “Why? What did I do?”
 
   “You took over as captain of this ship, that’s what you did. My feelings for you have not changed one bit. But, I report to Major Numos; he is my boss. The major reports to you; you are his boss. That puts me directly in your chain of command and any relationship between us, except strictly professional, is extremely inappropriate. Got it, Mister Stone?”
 
   “Crap! I didn’t think of that.”
 
   Allie shrugged, “Captain, please don’t take this personal, but I have to think like that. Being a marines is my career; I don’t have a rich family to fall back on.”
 
   “Okay. We will get past this as just as soon as I can. Maybe I should just turn us around and head back to Lazzaroni Station?”
 
   Allie shook her head. “Not on my account, Captain. There are marines out there that need resupply.”
 
   Stone nodded, “Okay, Allie…Lieutenant, can you do me one favor, please? Check my ready room quick. I am going to wet my britches if I don’t get into the toilet in the next few heartbeats.”
 
   He listened to Allie chuckling as she swept through the small ready room. She called all clear and let Stone rush into the room followed by Jay and Peebee. She stepped into the corridor closing the hatch behind her.
 
   Stone used the facilities, washed up quickly and stripped. A new uniform was hanging from a hook. He changed as quickly as he could. But he stopped his hand just as he was about to hit the hatch controls.
 
   He looked at Jay and Peebee. They looked back at him.
 
   “Okay girls, what did I get myself into? I mean, I can’t take a navy ship into a war zone, not even an old warehouse ship. All I know about space warfare is what I see in the videos and maybe playing ‘Iron Commander’ with Jimbo in a vid-arena. And Jimbo beats me almost every time…of course, he cheats. Don’t look at me that way, Jay. Of course he cheats; just because I never caught him at it doesn’t mean he doesn’t. How else can he win every time we get together?
 
   “Crap! Now Allie won’t even let me hold her hand until I am not captain anymore.”
 
   Peebee slid closer and grabbed Stone’s hand in her mouth and held it.
 
   Stone grinned and patted her head with his other hand, “That’s right, holding my hand.”
 
   He looked at Jay. “Now I have to go into another meeting and get yelled at by both sides. And you two haven’t eaten since we left Aunt Ruth’s, plus you probably have to take a bathroom break as much as I just did. Hold on for a bit and I will see if I can get you over to Commander Wright’s tower as soon as I can.
 
   “I wonder if they have a manual for what captains are supposed to do. Yeah, Military Commanding for Dummies, that is what I need. Grandpa was always telling me about leadership and what to do when you’re in charge.
 
   “So, when I start getting yelled at, you two behave yourselves and don’t eat anyone just yet, okay? So, let’s go get yelled at.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
 
    
 
   Stone looked around the table in the conference room. He would have liked it if they had mixed up their seating, but Commander Melendez and Major Numos sat next to each other on his right. The light commander in charge of ship security forces sat next to Numos. The EMIS agents sat together on his left.
 
   Melendez looked smug. Maggot was fuming, barely controlling his anger. Bob and Jake were fiddling with some contraption. Numos was so unreadable he might have been made from stone. The light commander looked as if he wanted to be anywhere but here.
 
   Allie and Hammer were nowhere to be seen, but Stone knew a pair of marine guards and security forces stood outside both conference room entrances.
 
   No one said anything for a few moments.
 
   Finally Maggot started to speak, but Stone waved him silent.
 
   Stone gave a small internal shiver. Each military officer in the room was better suited to command this ship than he. Yet, it had fallen to him to command. He did not see any way out other than to resign and that was not much of an option. He could try and convince Maggot to replace him, but he doubted that the EMIS agent would find any officer tempted to turn tail and run away, now that they were on the way to supply the front line troops.
 
   Stone thought, “No, of course he can find an officer to run away. It is a big ship. But the man…or woman would be a coward if they ran away and would be unfit to command.”
 
   Finally, there was a knock at the hatch and it flew open. Hammermill held the hatch for Admiral Shalako. Once the man was in the room, Hammermill slammed the hatch shut again.
 
   Stone and the other military officers stood at Shalako’s appearance.
 
   Stone thought “He is an admiral and may not be guilty of anything. But, whether he is or not, the rank deserves my respect.” He glanced at the EMIS agents who remained seated. “Still, if Shalako is guilty of ordering someone to try and kill me, then I have just been polite to a murderer.”
 
   Stone gestured to the other end of the table to an empty chair. “Admiral, if you please?”
 
   Shalako shook his head. “Midshipman, I am an admiral. I do not sit at the foot of my own conference table. Since I am not used to being summoned by a lowly midshipman, I will stand.”
 
   “I apologize for the tone of the request, Admiral,” Stone said as he tried to smile. “I meant it to be a request for you join us, certainly not a summons.” He stepped away from the chair at the head of the table. “Please Admiral, take this chair. This meeting will benefit greatly from your advice.”
 
   Stone walked around the table to stand behind the chair at the foot of the table. He could hear his Grandpa’s voice booming in his ears that all things were negotiable and giving up a small concession early would not weaken a strong position, but it might make the weaker side relax until you bring the house down around their ears.
 
   “If everyone would please be seated,” Stone said. He watched while the military officers settled into their seats, then he took his seat last.
 
   Bob leaned over to Maggot, whispered something in his ear and pointed at a readout of his p.a. Maggot read it and grinned.
 
   Stone continued to sit without speaking. It was not a negotiation tactic. He just didn’t know where to start.
 
   Finally Shalako said, “Why am I here? Is this some kind of sick joke or is it the start of my inquest?”
 
   “Admiral,” Stone said, “the Periodontitis has set the original ordered course for the Hyrocanian front. I asked you here for your input on preparations and your advice on what we might expect to find when we come out of hyperspace.”
 
   Shalako looked skeptical. He glanced at the EMIS agents.
 
   “Of course, you are still under investigation and everything you say is being recorded,” Stone said. “I would expect you to avoid incriminating you-”
 
   “Ha!” Shalako exploded. “You honestly expect me to believe you called me here to ask advice when you know well and good I ordered that idiot Vaarhoo to take care of you?”
 
   “Admiral,” Stone said, “I assure you I haven’t seen any evidence to that and-”
 
   “You haven’t seen the evidence, but I can assure you, that your pet E.M.I.S. agent has seen it. I am under no illusions that everyone had their p.a. shut off or that some security camera didn’t record my conversation with Second Lieutenant Vaarhoo.”
 
   Maggot grinned and nodded, but didn’t say anything.
 
   Stone stared at Shalako, “You mean you really did order Vaarhoo to kill me?”
 
   “Of course I didn’t tell him to kill you,” Shalako snorted in reply. “You are a young pup and none to bright at that. No one would listen to you anyway. All I meant was for Vaarhoo to take care of you, to wipe your recordings, to plant evidence to implicate you, to blackmail you, or anything to shut you up. The idiot decided I meant to kill you. So, there you have it.” He looked at Maggot. “Someone have their p.a. recording?”
 
   Maggot nodded. “Yes Admiral, Vaarhoo had his personal assistant recording your conversations. He said he was recording just to cover his rear end. He said he was just following your orders. I really think he was recording so he could blackmail you later. Either way, you are implicated in murder and attempted murder. Plus, Bob here tells me he has already locked in evidence proving you are guilty of theft as well.”
 
   “Speaking of that,” Stone said. “Bob, what is that gizmo you keep fiddling with?”
 
   Bob patted the machine in front of him. “This is a Mark Nineteen Stroke Alpha Gamma Dot Thirty-Two Investigator and Forensic Accountant. It can seek out, record and analyze data. It can also communicate with any E.M.I.S. office on any space station independent from the ship’s systems, when we are in normal space that is. It is shielded from intrusion, tampering and has its own power supply, also it is completely independent of the ship’s systems.”
 
   Jake spoke up for the first time. “We can, in fact, download all relevant ship’s records and intercept personal assistant data from anyone on board we choose. Of course, assuming we have legal reason to suspect the individual has been acting in a criminal manner within the scope of the Emperor’s Writ. For example, we have the admiral’s signature on a disposal form for an empty container that we can prove was not actually empty at the time of said disposal, and that the admiral knew it was empty. Since said action is within the scope of the Writ we can strip all information from his p.a. as well as all of the data from the ship’s recorders related to his activities.”
 
   Bob said, “We also found information where Admiral Shalako was involved in a sexual relationship with a subordinate, an enlisted rating, against said rating’s expressed will. That information is not within the scope of our writ, however it was found within the confines of a legal investigation and as such it will be part and parcel of an ancillary investigation.”
 
   Melendez spat, “Admiral, you did what!?”
 
   Bob cleared his throat, “Commander Melendez, please do not jump to conclusions about the admiral.”
 
   Shalako was staring at the table. He would not meet Melendez’s glare.
 
   “All we know at this point is that it was a sexual relationship with a subordinate enlisted rating against the rating’s stated will,” Bob said. “The Mark Nineteen is still collating related data. However, the original crimes take precedence, so we haven’t polled the enlisted rating’s p.a. as yet. Until we do so we cannot state for sure whether it was simple harassment or rape.”
 
   Melendez shouted, “Shalako, you old bastard! Who was she?”
 
   “Um, Commander Melendez, at this stage that question is entirely inappropriate,” Jake said. “The rating in question is a victim as far as we can tell. As a victim, his identity will be kept confidential until we can verify whether he felt pressured, whether he felt forced, or whether he was just playing hard to get.”
 
   Bob nodded, “We are having some difficulty with the original charges. Our starting point is Captain Stone’s allegations and the data provided by his p.a. But the Mark 19 is coming up against a blank bulkhead. We assume the data on his p.a. was damaged when the admiral ordered Lieutenant Vaarhoo to wipe the data.”
 
   Stone shook his head. “This is way off the topic I wanted to discuss, but let’s clear the air since the admiral brought it up.”
 
   He swiveled his chair to face Maggot, “Agent Storovitch, this is your investigation. Please let Commander Melendez or Major Numos know if you need anything to further the investigation.”
 
   Maggot said. “I need to go to Lazzaroni Station and lock this vessel down.”
 
   “That isn’t going to happen,” Stone said.
 
   “And that places you in violation of the Emperor’s Writ,” Maggot said. “This is an attempted murder case. Hindering this investigation makes you an accessory after the fact in the conspiracy to commit murder. That is punishable by death, just as if you did the killing yourself.”
 
   Stone grinned. “Cool! I get to be guilty of conspiracy for trying to murder myself and then I get put to death for it.”
 
   “This isn’t a joke, young man,” Maggot said.
 
   Stone laughed, “No, it is not. On the other hand, I would be in violation of navy orders if I do not take the Ol’ Toothless to the front.”
 
   Commander Melendez nodded, “Yes Captain, I would see to it you were tried and found guilty for deserting your post in time of war. That is a clear violation of the Emperor’s directives and also carries a penalty of death. This is quite a conundrum for such a young midshipman.”
 
   “A what, sir?” Stone asked.
 
   “A conundrum is two completely true, but completely opposite statements or courses of action,” Melendez answered.
 
   The admiral laughed. “Hanged if you do and hanged if you don’t. Sorry Agent, but even I see the joke in Mister Stone’s predicament. Well son, I will see you on the gallows.”
 
   Stone laughed and shrugged. “Maybe and maybe not, Admiral, we will just have to see. Or I can just explain it to the Emperor the next time I see him.”
 
   The admiral laughed. “See him? The Emperor wouldn’t deign to see my case on appeal, much less some puissant little midshipman.”
 
   Stone shrugged. “I don’t know about that. He did tell me the last time I was there that I should come back the next time our ship was close. I think he was just being polite since Grandpa is his godfather. Whether he does or not-”
 
   “Your grandfather?” Shalako sputtered. “Who are you, Mister Stone?”
 
   Before he could answer, Maggot said, “Admiral Shalako, you and your lackeys just tried to kill the next head of the Stone Freight Company, the largest privately owned corporation in human space.”
 
   Stone shook his head. “That doesn’t matter, or it shouldn’t matter, whether I come from a rich family or a poor family from some backwater farming planet. It is true Grandpa might have the resources to hunt you down wherever you went to hide and a poor family might not, but that doesn’t make the murder any more bad, um, worse, or worser. Crap! You know what I mean!”
 
   “Murder is murder,” Numos nodded.
 
   “Exactly,” Stone said. “And as such I expect Agent Storovitch and his team will investigate my attempted murder very strenuously regardless of my family ties. So Bob, what kind of bulkhead has your Mark Nineteen come up against?”
 
   “For starters all of the containers in every disposal location have been taken off ship. Those locations are completely empty,” Bob said.
 
   “Of course they are,” Shalako said. “Why would we haul trash when we are going into a combat zone? It was disposed of back at Tamvor Station through proper channels. You don’t have any physical evidence?”
 
   “We don’t need the actual evidence,” Maggot replied with a shrug. “It would have helped, but we can convict you on the data alone.”
 
   “Still,” Stone said, “would it help to have a storeroom full of the crap they were passing off as navy goods?”
 
   Bob and Jake both nodded as if their heads were on strings.
 
   Stone typed a few commands into his p.a. He looked at Bob. “Try this location.”
 
   “Wait,” Jake said, “that isn’t even a valid storeroom number. It isn’t on any of the ship’s manifests.”
 
   “No,” Stone grinned. “When I found these containers I had them sent to a special storeroom I threw together. You know the warehouse bulkheads are malleable metal, right? We can have the ship change the size and shape of each storeroom to fit the contents. I had the ship build a storeroom, put the stuff in there and then I removed all of the doors and hatches. I hid the location with a personal pass code so no one would know it was there. Even the crew I used to put it there didn’t know where it was, and without any hatches, even if they went looking for it they wouldn’t find anything, just blank bulkheads.”
 
   Bob looked thrilled. “This is great stuff. You even released documents that had been erased from the ship’s database.” He glanced at the admiral, “Oh, the Mark Nineteen would have recovered the erased data in time. But this makes recovery so much easier. Nothing can be erased permanently when a Mark Nineteen is on the job.”
 
   Melendez nodded, “That is why we have thermite charges built into our database cases. If we are about to get captured by the Hyrocanian we can do a meltdown to keep the information out of their hands.”
 
   “Captured?” Stone asked.
 
   “Yes, Captain,” Melendez replied. “Capture is to be avoided at all costs. No prisoner has ever been retaken.”
 
   “Not alive,” Numos said. “They have some very persuasive and rather unpleasant information extraction methods.”
 
   Stone took a deep breath in the silence following the marine’s statement.
 
   “That brings me to the real reason we are here. I am sure Commander Melendez is doing everything possible to get the Ol’ Toothless ready for a combat zone jump, but I have never done this and I would like to know what to expect.”
 
   Shalako said, “I have made more combat insertions than this whole crowd put together. You only have three options. First, we jump into a combat zone and no enemy combatants are in the area. We use sub-light engines to move into place to resupply our ships. We use shuttles if there are planetary engagements to consider.
 
   “Second possible outcome, we jump into a combat zone and all of the enemy combatants are contained by our ships. We stand off and allow our ships to come to us a few at a time for resupply.
 
   “Third, we jump into a combat zone and there are only enemy ships or our ships are contained. We then leave the area and report back at the nearest navy base.”
 
   Stone said, “We can’t help our ships if they are…what did you call it…contained?”
 
   Shalako snorted, “What do you think this old warehouse pile of junk can do if our top of the line battle units are being overwhelmed by superior forces?
 
   “We run?” Stone asked.
 
   Melendez nodded in agreement with Shalako, “There isn’t anything else we can do, Mister Stone. No one wants to leave. I can guarantee there isn’t an officer on the bridge who wouldn’t try, but it is just not possible if the enemy has achieved containment.”
 
   “What is containment?” Stone asked. He sat quietly and listened as Melendez explained modern space warfare.
 
   Spacecraft shields had made the Emperor’s navy virtually unstoppable. They had rolled over the Alarii without breaking a sweat. The same shields that protected human designed spacecraft from collision and cosmic radiation also protected them from missiles, lasers, masers, grazers, sticks and rocks. The shields and the inertial dampeners were a byproduct of the anti-gravity engines. Their spinning discs of liquid metal generated an impenetrable barrier encompassing the ship.
 
   None of the Alarii’s weapons had made any impression on the navy. The shields were unidirectional. The navy could fire out, but nothing could get through from outside the shields. The navy was free to fire back or to fire anti-missiles, but normal policy had been to let the Alarii throw everything at them they could and then ask for their surrender.
 
   Planetary actions against the Alarii had been very bloody. With the navy ships intact humans could threaten to rain destruction from above. The Alarii ground troops often fought anyway.
 
   The war with the Hyrocanian started the same way. But a short time into the war the Hyrocanians developed shields of their own. It was assumed the Hyrocanians had learned how to make shields from prisoners or information captured in ground action. The warfare ground to a halt, a clear stalemate, with neither side holding the advantage. Both sides could expend their weapons storage and no damage would be inflicted.
 
   Human engineers developed a space mine that could work against Hyrocanian shields. Mines were attracted to all spacecraft, but they had IFF signals that would let the mine identify friend and foe. One on one, a mine could not get past a ship’s shielding.
 
   Shields were expandable to thousands of kilometers beyond the ship itself, but the farther a shield expanded the weaker it became. The mine design, seeking out enemy ships from thousands of kilometers away, was to stick in clusters to shields. The enemy could keep the mines from their shields by firing through their shields, but the mines were so simple and cheap to make that humans could flood an enemy ship until its guns ran dry.
 
   The mines would explode in sequence when enough of them finally stuck to the enemy shields with  their blasts aimed in the direction of the ship that had captured their magnetic interest. The first couple of mines wasted themselves against the shielding, but they emitted an electro-magnetic pulse that weakened the shields just enough for the fourth, fifth or twelfth mine to blast into the ship. The E.M.P. would not seriously injure living creatures or damage much of the ship. It did emit a cone of sub-component pulses generally called E1, E2 and E3.
 
   An exploding mine generated a super-high amplitude E1 pulse, a flood of gamma rays. It did not use the fission of the old fashioned nuclear explosions to produce gamma rays, but used a smoother channeled explosion to release a spray of x-rays. The shipward-directed cone of gamma rays soon collided with electrons in the spacecraft’s internal atmosphere and they transferred their energy to those electrons. The supercharged electrons were blasted away from their parent molecules, colliding with other electrons in a massive cascade within the blast cone.
 
   The E1 blast cone melted electrical systems, but outside the cone it was easily defended against with electrostatic shielding or even common surge protectors. The E.M.P. blast cone would spread wider the farther away the mine exploded from the ship. The Hyrocanians soon learned to keep their shields in close to their ships, keeping them as strong as possible and preventing the blast cones from spreading before cutting through the ship’s internal systems. But if the navy used enough mines it would not matter.
 
   The low amperage E2 pulse generated a force that wiped electronic equipment. It coupled with any device by acting like an antenna and funneling excessive charges of amps into the equipment shorting them out completely and melting their components. The E2 pulse was attracted to any conductive material. Since spacecraft were made of conductive material wrapped in ceramics, the E2 was able to travel the length of the ship.
 
   The E1 and the E2 pulse were minor inconveniences to the Hyrocanians. Blown circuits and disabled toasters did not stop any warship.
 
   The very low amperage E3 pulse was the killer of the three pulses. It was super conductive, travelling the length of the ship in a nanosecond. It combined with and expelled magnetic forces. It caused a voltage collapse with a resultant overheat shut down. Normally, this wouldn’t be an issue with any ship system as E.M.P. shielding protected all of the critical systems, except one.
 
   The anti-gravity engine design was completely dependent upon spinning, magnetic discs of liquid metal. Placing E3 blast shields around these engines rendered them useless. Any space craft could do without gravity for a while, but these engines also provided the inertial dampeners necessary to keep the crew from being buffeted about into jelly. They also generated the ship’s shields.
 
   The first E3 blast caused catastrophic shield failure as the anti-gravity discs solidified and welded together. Without shielding, the Hyrocanian ships were as vulnerable as the Alarii had been. But they still refused to surrender. They ran away when they could run. They used a tactic of clustering their ships together into a small ball if they could not escape. They were able to overlap anti-mine fire coverage and supplement each ship’s protective umbrella with fire from its neighbor. However, in forming a defensive ball they lost all the forward momentum that was so necessary to generate a hyperspace bubble.
 
   The navy began to contain the enemy’s clusters by completely encircling the ball of ships and pounding at it from every direction. They threw mines at the Hyrocanian clusters from large tubes that looked like nothing more than giant shotguns. They threw load after load of mines until the enemy’s supply of anti-mine munitions was depleted.
 
   When a Hyrocanian ship finally lost its shielding, it skittered behind the shielding of another ship. Eventually, the trapped ships would try a futile rush, trying to break free of the containment. Most tried to build up enough speed to make a hyperspace jump out of the combat zone. Few ever got free.
 
   Then suddenly, things changed when the Hyrocanians developed their own mines.
 
   Engagements devolved to what warfare experts called the General George Meade effect: the win went to the side that got there the firstest with the mostest. The side with the most ships invariably contained the smaller force. It was then a battle of attrition. If you had more munitions than your opponent, you won. If not, you tried to run or hyperspace out before you were trapped in containment.
 
   Melendez explained that if the Emperor’s ships were trapped in containment, the Ol’ Toothless could try and supply them and possibly break the containment with greater supplies. They had no hope of breaking through the Hyrocanian encircling ships to reach their comrades. If the Periodontitis jumped into a combat zone with the navy contained, they jumped away as fast as they could.
 
   “No one likes it,” Melendez added. “It would just be futile to try to save them.”
 
   “That is why the admiralty builds bigger and bigger fleets,” Shalako said.
 
   Stone asked, “Do we have a lot of mines on board?”
 
   Melendez nodded. “Tower six.”
 
   “The whole tower?” Stone stared at the man.
 
   “Almost the whole tower. There is a workshop midway that can turn out a few thousand mines per hour if they had more space to store the resultant product. Since a finished mine is about the size of a basketball, we can squeeze quite a few into what is essentially a tube that is sixteen kay by eight kay. I’ve never done the actual math, but we have a butt-load, if you pardon the expression.”
 
   Stone nodded, “Thanks, Commander. I am sure you will make the right choice about jumping out or staying when the time comes.”
 
   “Oh no,” Shalako said with a wild laugh, “that is the captain’s call and no other. If we jump into a containment system you will decide whether you kill everyone on board or if you leave a navy fleet to die.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE
 
    
 
   Stone decided he liked the navy less and less each day. Kill or be killed. Kill this guy or kill that guy. Life was sure easier on the Golden Boulder when the most challenging decision he had to make was which color of underwear to put on for the day.
 
   “Crap!” Stone said.
 
   He looked around the room. The only one to meet his gaze was Admiral Shalako. The man was grinning.
 
   “Still want to be in charge?” Shalako asked.
 
   “I didn’t want to be in charge in the first place,” Stone said. “Do you still want to kill me?”
 
   “Son, if I had wanted you dead you would be dead,” Shalako laughed. “Don’t worry about containment though. We are staying ahead of the Hyrocanians in fleet size. I have never had to jump out on a fleet yet. As a matter of fact, the Emperor hasn’t lost a fleet in the last few years.”
 
   Stone shivered and decided to change the subject. “Major Numos, please give us an update on securing this ship for Agent Storovitch.”
 
   He sat quietly and listened with half a brain while the major listed system after system that was shutting down. Much of the Ol’ Toothless was in preparation for a combat zone jump, so lockdown had been easy. The marine and the security forces were syncing up well so far and would continue to do so as long as the E.M.I.S. agents did not identify any security forces involved in criminal activity.
 
   When the major finished his report, Stone looked around to see if anyone else had anything to add. He checked the time and realized the meeting had gone on a lot longer than he had planned.
 
   “I am sorry for taking up so much of your day,” Stone said.
 
   “Ha!” Shalako said. “I don’t have anything else to do.”
 
   Stone ignored him, “I do have two questions before we break for…for whatever. Commander Melendez, do the fleet’s battle wagons pull into the aft docks when they come for resupply?”
 
   At the man’s nod, Stone continued. “Then we start drawing what they need from all over the ship’s warehouse spaces. Don’t we really have a good idea what they are going to need? I mean Grandpa always has pretty much the same shopping list every time we have to resupply the Golden Boulder. Shouldn’t we be able to put together various bundles based on the ships we are expecting to resupply?”
 
   Melendez was frowning, so Stone said, “I mean, a destroyer will need supplies A, B, C & D. And any cruiser will need A, B & E. We can always supplement from all over the warehouses if we need to, but wouldn’t it be quicker…”
 
   He let his voice fade away as Melendez looked at him oddly.
 
   Shalako laughed, “That is not the navy way. Just because that works for a commercial freighter doesn’t mean it-”
 
   “Of course it will work,” Melendez interrupted. “With all due respect to Admiral Shalako, that is a good idea, Captain. It would be a lot easier to move a bundled package from storage to a ship than pulling pieces from dozens of places. It would tremendously speed up the load out.”
 
   Numos added, “Suppose you tell the fleet that cruisers are to resupply in tower two’s aft dock and dreadnaughts resupply from tower three’s dock and so forth. That way you do not even have to move your bundles around too much. After all, we marines are used to being told where to go and where to stand. You navy types can get used to, it if you try.”
 
   “I will get working on a plan right away, Captain. I should have a load out chart for you by the end of the day,” Melendez grinned.
 
   “Whoa, Commander,” Stone said. “I don’t know enough to approve your plan. If you think it will work, then just do it, okay?”
 
   “Aye, aye, Captain,” Melendez grinned.
 
   “My last question of the day isn’t quite as easy. Commander, did you ever play the vid game ‘Iron Commander’?”
 
   “No, Captain. Sorry, I have enough live combat experience under my belt that I really want to avoid such gaming,” Melendez replied.
 
   “I understand, Commander,” Stone said. “I ask because I have played it a few times with my cousin Jim. He always beats me. He does one thing that I can’t figure out how to do and he gets me every time. He changes the IFF signal on my missiles so they hit me just as often as they hit him. Can we change the IFF signal on Hyrocanian mines?”
 
   “I do not know, Captain,” Melendez said. “I know we pick up their signals, but I don’t know how well we can interpret them, much less if we can subvert them. That is a fantastic idea though. With your permission I will ask some of my staff…sorry, your staff, to look into it.”
 
   Stone stood and stretched, “I want to thank everyone for meeting with me. I know you don’t have the time to explain every little thing to me, but I appreciate it. I am sure we will have to meet again soon, but I am going to try to keep these gabfests down to as few as I can.”
 
   Maggot said, “Mister Stone, since Shalako is already here I would like to ask him a few questions, if you don’t mind.”
 
   Stone shrugged, “That is up to you and the admiral. I have no objection.”
 
   He turned to the drascos, “Hey! Do you two want to go for a little walk with me? Come on, let’s go stretch our legs.” He opened the hatch to the corridor leading to the atrium. Outside the hatchway there was a pair of security guards, one marine and one navy, both enlisted and both in combat armor.
 
   “Excuse me; is Lieutenant Vedrian or Hammermill around?”
 
   “No, Mister Stone,” the marine answered. “They are both off duty for now. Do you want me to call them? Lieutenant Heller is the detail commander.”
 
   “No Sergeant, I am just planning on taking Jay and Peebee for a stroll down to the tower one fields. They need to spend some time running around. Would you be able to escort me?”
 
   The marine looked at the petty officer and nodded. “Yes, Mister Stone. I think between us we can find our way to tower one.”
 
   “Okay, Sergeant. Let’s go.”
 
   The sergeant held up a massive gloved hand. “Mister Stone, the navy goes first to lead the way. You and your whatever they are; are in the middle and I will bring up the rear.”
 
   That was the order they used to get to the elevator and head down to the next cross tower corridor. On the way he called Commander Wright on her p.a.
 
   Her voice was harried and rushed. “What?” she shouted.
 
   “It is just me, Commander,” Stone said.
 
   “Sorry, Mister Stone, we are just busier here than an anteater at an ant convention.”
 
   “I don’t know what that means, but I take it that is busy. I just wanted to let you know I am coming across to tower one. Jay and Peebee need some fresh air.”
 
   “They are probably hungry, too. Have your containers taken up to your location.”
 
   “Oh, good idea, thanks.”
 
   “I will try to get up there to see you and the girls as soon as I can, but it might be a while.”
 
   Stone ended the call and commed Heller. The man sounded irritated that he had left the bridge area without telling him. Irritated or not he promised to have someone get the drascos containers and get them up to the tower one fields area near the bridge crossover tunnel.
 
   It did not take long for Jay and Peebee’s containers to show up, but it had been too long to wait for the drascos. They all but stripped a small tree and chewed off a ten square meter area of long grass. The girls were interested in the containers, but not for food. They jumped and ran in circles until Stone pulled out their balls. He threw them across the open field as far as he could. They did not go far.
 
   The marine sergeant held out his hand when the drascos brought the balls back.
 
   Stone shrugged and handed him a ball. He was surprised to see how far a marine in an enhanced combat suit could throw a rubber ball. Peebee did not register surprise, she just wonked happily and raced after the ball. She sprinted full speed and caught the ball on the first bounce.
 
   The sergeant whistled in astonishment and threw Jay’s ball even farther. Jay managed to get under the ball, making a leap upward snagging the ball before it reached the end of the throw.
 
   The sergeant must have called someone because security forces in marine and navy armoured combat suits appeared as if they oozed from the bulkheads or grew from the grass.
 
   Stone spotted a small bench under a large shade tree and sat to watch his drascos play. Even though his eyes watched everything, his mind continued to worry and gnaw at a command he really did not want.
 
   He still did not like being outside, but the drascos enjoyed playing with people in armored combat suits. They could be as rough and tumble as they wanted without damaging their new playmates.
 
   Stone found himself sitting on the same bench day after day. He told people it was for the drascos. The reality was it really kept him out of Melendez’s way and out of Maggot’s investigation.
 
   The days turned into weeks and their anticipated month in the gray was coming to an end. Stone knew he was running out of hyperspace time.
 
   Stone picked up the red ball that had rolled up to his feet and threw it as hard as he could. He was still not very good at throwing, but almost every day for the past month Hammermill had been teaching him to throw and catch in the park area near the bridge crossover tunnel.
 
   He was not sure where Hammermill was now. He still had a marine and a navy escort. The E.M.I.S. agents had tagged and arrested most of the navy personnel involved in the theft scheme. Stone had been shocked at how far reaching it had become. He was very surprised to find out that no one from his old third watch warehouse three whiskey crew was involved. He had been sure Petty Officer Watkins knew what was going on, but Maggot’s crew cleared him completely.
 
   Without Hammermill around he was not playing catch. Jay and Peebee were happy to fetch anything he threw, but they were engaged in a game of some sort with a couple of dozen enlisted men. Stone was not sure of the rules. He knew Jay and Peebee did not play by any rules. What the men did one day varied from what they had done the day before. Ever since the first day of play men showed up to play fully encased in their combat armor. They were able to play, wrestle and tackle the drascos without damage to themselves, each other, or the drascos.
 
   Increasingly larger crowds showed up, both to gawk at the drascos and to play with them. Jay and Peebee reveled in the attention, but neither one ever let Stone out of their sight. The crowds always kept a respectful distance from him. In the beginning, he thought having an armored combat escort was putting people off, but he soon realized it was because he was captain. He had seen Rodriguez and Rojo from his old warehouse crew once, but they just nodded to him from a distance.
 
   Despite his good intentions of not having too many meetings, he had to oversee a staff meeting every morning. He invited all officers to come to the meetings to ask questions, discuss issues or just listen. At first, he invited the admiral to sit in, but after Shalako repeatedly made snarky remarks about and to the guest officers, Stone had him removed and ordered him to stay in his quarters under E.M.I.S. arrest.
 
   Stone finally opened up his staff meetings to every officer and senior enlisted on board. When even the auditorium on Delta Deck became too small, he had the meetings broadcast to venues throughout the ship for everyone who wanted to listen or participate. He was not surprised when good ideas began coming in from all over the ship. Melendez assigned a couple of officers to collect and publish all issues discussed during the meetings.
 
   Stone had taken to having his lunch under the wide tree while the drascos played, ran and ate. The drascos eventually turned their faces away from the remains of Allie’s World leaves and began exclusively eating the grass, trees and bushes growing in abundance in the tower one fields.
 
   He was feeling more and more isolated every day. Allie did not stand guard duty anymore, instead she arranged the schedules for his escorts and checked in on them occasionally. She did not look at him even when she was in the area. Her eyes were always on the crowds, watching, analyzing and calculating.
 
   Commander Wright managed to only drop by and see him a couple of times. She was busy in what she called a round up. Tower one crew was spending the hyperspace time gathering up many of the farm animals and sending them to a slaughterhouse facility near the tower aft. The crew harvested the animals for their meat and rendered down every part for protein. The meat went to the warehouse freezers and the powdered protein was put on the shelf. It was all done to prepare for feeding the fleet. Dani spent much of her time selecting animals to keep as breeding stock.
 
   Stone watched the players running back and forth with the red and blue balls. Whoever had either ball was fair game to be tackled, dragged to the ground and pummeled until the ball was coughed up. For whatever reason, today the red ball was more valuable than the blue one. He watched two suits grab a third and threw the person into a knot of other players. Whatever the game was, it was not for the faint of heart. One of the teams scored a goal, although Stone could not tell how the points were earned or even if anyone was keeping track of who was winning.
 
   He stood and brushed lunch crumbs from the front of his uniform. It was a simple plain midshipman’s work utility uniform. He glanced at the crowd. There was a knot of midshipmen in the crowd. They were dressed just as he was except for the small collar patch indicating his captaincy. The last time he had approached such a knot of midshipmen, they had dispersed with such swiftness he was sure he must have smelled bad. He had left them alone ever since.
 
   He tossed the remains of his lunch into a trash chute next to the bench and gestured to his escort. The navy guard turned and trotted to the corridor opening leading to the cross tunnel between towers. Stone was sure the way the person ran it was female, but the escorts stayed sealed up these days and had become little more than anonymous combat suits.
 
   As soon as the navy guard waved the all clear he started toward the tunnel. He hesitated slightly as he stepped out from under the tree’s canopy. He was working hard not to do that, but sometimes the openness of the tower startled him. He looked up. If he concentrated he could imagine the other side of the tower. He told himself it was just like being in a room, a big room, a very, very big room.
 
   He shook himself and moved toward the tunnel. He did not call the drascos. He did not have to call them. As usual, they got to the tunnel well ahead of him. They scattered the crowd gathered in the little park area as they rushed between them to reach him before he was out of sight.
 
   “Where to, Captain?” It was the voice of his navy escort coming from his ear bud.
 
   Stone shrugged. He was aware that the navy security person was not watching him and could not see the motion. The marine escort behind him was probably walking backwards and could not see him either. If the drascos had not been watching him, he would have thought he had become invisible. Some days it was like Jay and Peebee were the only creatures on the ship that would look him squarely in the eye.
 
   “Let’s head up to the bridge conference room, please.”
 
   “Aye, aye, Captain, the bridge conference room.”
 
   The conference room was crowded when he got there, buzzing with excitement. The crowd squeezed back to make room for him. Then it squeezed even farther to make room for the drascos. The last time he had tried to leave Jay and Peebee in the atrium they tried to tear the hatch off the bulkhead to get to him. It was an unspoken agreement among everyone present that making room for Stone’s pets was preferable to having two angry and upset drascos running loose in the atrium.
 
   Jay and Peebee liked Hammermill’s company more than anyone other than Stone. Hammermill often suited up to wrestle with the drascos, rolling on the deck with them, roughing them up in a way that was not possible without such protective gear. But neither drasco would allow even Hammermill to distract them from being close to Stone.
 
   Stone watched Commander Melendez laughing and slapping officers on the back.
 
   Stone smiled lightly. He was having difficulty generating enthusiasm for much of anything these past few days. He was becoming increasingly lonely, though he was never left alone. Even at night the drascos slept almost on top of him trying to be close. He was also feeling increasingly useless.
 
   Melendez was managing the ship and crew with confidence and skill far beyond Stone’s wildest imagination. The commander had turned control of the first watch bridge crew permanently over to Light Commander Gubicza, leaving the first officer free to wander the ship and talk to officers and enlisted personnel at random.
 
   Stone thought back to a few nights ago. After a particularly late meeting he found himself alone with Melendez.
 
   “You know, Captain,” Melendez had said. “I am more familiar with the Ol’ Toothless and how she works than I was in the previous two years I have been aboard. Did you know there is a galley down below that makes ice cream out of goat’s milk? I tried it. It was disgusting, but it does have a fascinating flavor.”
 
   Stone smiled. He remembered his first taste of goat ice cream. He would have mentioned that he had been there and tried that, but in spite of the late hour, the commander was wound up and excited about something.
 
   “Something else, Captain, I wouldn’t have believed it, but I even look forward to the meetings with Maggot and his E.M.I.S. crew. They are civilians, but I respect their dedication and commitment to their tasks.”
 
   Stone had nodded as that seemed to be all Melendez required of him.
 
   “I am much more comfortable in the meetings with the various security details we have set up. I can see why we have such divergent sets of security as they work to secure such divergent areas. Oh, by the way, Lieutenant Vedrian decided to pull the security detail from Commander Wright. Maggot assured her he had cleaned her staff out of any criminal involvement. After all, her staff is by far the smallest of any tower and it is harder to bring in a fake cow than a fake shipping container.”
 
   Stone laughed, “I can imagine that even I could spot a fake cow.”
 
   Melendez laughed heartily and then quieted. “Please take this as a compliment and in the spirit it was given, but you may be the most enjoyable captain I have ever served under and it may be because you don’t know what you are doing. It leaves me able to move about and run the ship without the burden of appearing aloof and apart like a captain. You are really getting the hang of that haunted captain look, Mister Stone.”
 
   “Thank you, Commander. It is not as hard a look to come by as one would imagine.”
 
   Melendez said thoughtfully, “The one really big fly in the ointment is the arrests under the E.M.I.S. orders. I wonder if I would have taken these so hard a month ago. Now I feel like each arrest is like a stab in my back. These are my people who have betrayed not just the Emperor and the navy, but me.”
 
   An exceptionally loud voice brought Stone back to the present.
 
   “Captain!” Melendez shouted over the din. He had spotted Stone coming into the bridge conference room. “Goobie figured it out!”
 
   “Good for Goobie! What is ‘it’, Commander?” Stone shouted back.
 
   “That ‘it’ Captain, is the question of the day, the week and the month. Your question from day one; can we hijack the IFF on Hyrocanian mines,” Melendez laughed. “Goobie figured it out.”
 
   Goobie laughed, “I can’t take all the credit. I’ve been playing ‘Iron Commander’ for days on end, trying to figure out how your cousin beat you. I found a spacer third class in tower four on the third watch who kicked my rear end for three days in a row until she showed me how to manipulate the signal. We rotated it against the Hyrocanian signals until we found a match and with a little twisting and prodding we managed to pervert and hijack the signal. We not only can shut off their IFF, but we can turn their own mines back on them.”
 
   “That is very good news, Commander Gubicza,” Stone said. “I hope you gave credit to the spacer third class for her help in your reports.”
 
   Goobie laughed. “Credit? I am going to marry her and let her have my children. A woman that talented is sure to make me rich and will give me children who are smart enough to take care of me in my old age.”
 
   Stone was not sure whether the man was joking or not.
 
   Melendez said, “The first watch bridge crew has run dozens of simulations using every Hyrocanian signal in our database. They are sure it works.”
 
   “That is outstanding news, Commander. Everyone involved deserves more thanks than I can give them.”
 
   “You deserve credit too, Mister Stone,” Melendez said. “This was your idea from the beginning. You started the ball rolling. Still, there is one minor problem for the engineers. The interference signal must come from within a few thousand kilometers of the broadcasting Hyrocanian ship.”
 
   “Ooooh,” Stone moaned. “That doesn’t sound like fun duty at all. I think I would rather go back to third watch warehouse three whiskey.”
 
   “It is practically in the enemy’s laps, but they will lick the problem, Mister Stone,” Melendez laughed. “The engineers are saying it should only take a few weeks and they can rig up a signal relay probe that we can shoot into the area.”
 
   “Weeks?” Stone said. “We only have days until we jump into a combat zone.”
 
   “Weeks, Captain,” Melendez replied. “Navigation tells me we only have twenty-two hours until we jump back to normal space. Plus, the odds are very high against us meeting any Hyrocanian fleet. Besides, we wouldn’t be the test crew anyway. Navy research and development will work all of the bugs out of the signals and the probe relay. The Admiralty will plan its use and, if we implement it right, we can bring the Hyrocanians to their knees in one fell swoop.”
 
   “Still, we have reason to celebrate.” Stone said. “With only twenty-two hours to normal space jump we don’t have much time to party. We may have to hold off partying until we leave the combat zone.”
 
   “Of course, Captain,” Melendez grinned. “I swear Mister Stone, you think more and more like a real captain every day.”
 
   “Thank you, Commander, I think,” Stone grinned back. “By the way, how are the fleet supply bundles for load out going? Can you get them finished in time?”
 
   Melendez laughed, “We are done now. Once the crews got the idea behind what we were doing they jumped into it with a will. Um…you may owe a couple a crews a keg party as a reward for their work.”
 
   “I think I can afford a few kegs.”
 
   “Oh no, Mister Stone. I am buying the kegs. I just let them think it came from the captain. I hope you don’t mind. It carries more significance that way.”
 
   “Whatever you think best, Commander,” Stone said. “Who am I to argue with success?”
 
   Melendez looked at Stone carefully and lowered his voice. “Then don’t argue with me now, Mister Stone. We are more prepared for a combat insertion than I ever have ever seen on this ship. We are ready and we have very little to do between now and the jump. So, you go relax: watch a vid, read a book, write a letter, eat some ice cream, take a long shower, get some sleep. No work between now and 0700 hours tomorrow. Do you understand me, Mister?”
 
   Stone nodded, “Yes, Commander: ice cream, shower, book and bed.”
 
   “Good, then you get out of here and let us celebrate with Goobie. No offense, but a captain can be a downer on a good party.”
 
   Stone wandered down to the galley that served goat’s milk ice cream. He hoped to run into Commander Wright or her crew. He hoped against hope that if he ran into them he would also run into Allie. The dining area was almost empty when he walked in. What few diners were there finished quickly and left as soon as they realized the captain, his security team and his drascos had invaded their quiet facility.
 
   Stone sighed, grabbing some ice cream and wandered to a table. After his third spoonful he tossed bowl onto the table with the single scoop of ice cream half eaten. As much as he hated to admit it he was coming to the point where he agreed with Grandpa that ice cream lost its flavor after the third spoonful. Still, this batch seemed to be flavorless from the start.
 
   He stared into the distance for a while, not actually thinking of anything except home and how comfortable it would be to go back to a time when no one expected anything of him and strangers did not run away when he walked into the room. It took him a while to realize there was a petty officer standing at attention waiting to be recognized.
 
   “I am sorry, Petty Officer,” Stone said. “My mind was elsewhere.”
 
   “Sir, I am sure that the captain has many things on his mind. I am sorry to interrupt,” she said.
 
   “That is fine, Petty Officer. It is a welcome interruption,” He almost corrected the woman about calling him ‘sir’. His rank demanded that he be addressed as mister. His station meant that he should be called captain. When he saw the earnestness on her face he forgot the correction.
 
   “Well, sir. A lot of us been studying your drascos. I mean as much as we can. You know Commander Wright? Well, yes you do, anyway, she comes in here a lot. She says that Jay and Peebee breath carbon dioxide and breath out oxygen, right?”
 
   Stone nodded. “That is correct, Petty Officer. It is just the opposite of human lungs.”
 
   “And she says they eat plants that are rich in carbon dioxide, too. So a couple of us got together and built this generator thing.” She gestured at a crude contraption on the deck at her feet. “It puts out carbon dioxide, and see, if you put vegetables in there it will infuse the CO2 into the vegetables. Do you think they would like that?”
 
   Stone looked at the generator. He thought it looked like the remains of a deck buffer. His security team had swept the room before he came in, so he doubted it was dangerous. “Petty Officer, turn it on and let’s see how it works.”
 
   The woman grinned and waved a couple of stewards over. Each carried a huge tray of fresh vegetables. The Petty Officer dumped one tray into a hopper and pushed a button. She put the other tray on a nearby table.
 
   Jay raised her head and looked at the machine. Peebee jumped to her feet and hovered over the machine causing the petty officer to back up a few steps. The stewards scurried from the room.
 
   “It is okay, Petty Officer,” Stone said. “They won’t hurt you. How long does it take to work?”
 
   “Seconds, sir. It should be done now. All you have to do is lift the lid.” She pointed but refused to come closer.
 
   Stone flicked the latch on the hopper containing the vegetables. Jay jumped up next to Peebee. The two drascos spent the next few seconds trying to get their heads in the hopper at the same time. They emptied the hopper, but did not touch the second tray of vegetables.
 
   “That looks like a success, Petty Officer,” Stone grinned. When the woman grinned back he almost invited the woman to sit with him for a while, but Peebee let out a loud wonk. That sent the Petty Officer racing from the room back to the kitchen.
 
   “She is just saying thank you,” Stone shouted.
 
   Peaked around a hatchway the woman grinned back, but would not come any closer.
 
   Stone dumped the second tray of vegetables in the hopper and pushed the button. When the processing was done the girls snapped up the food with abandon and wonked for more.
 
   “Maybe later. You two gluttons just finished lunch in tower one and now this.” Stone shouted into the kitchen. “Petty Officer, can I take this with me?”
 
   “Of course, sir. We made it for you.”
 
   “Thank you. It is very kind of you.” Stone made a note in his p.a. to write up a commendation to the woman as well as send a personal written note of thanks.
 
   He wandered back up to his temporary quarters on Bravo Deck. It was a huge suite of rooms, designed to accommodate travelling VIPs. He parked the carbon dioxide generator in a corner. It might come in handy when he transferred back to midshipman’s quarters where he could not control the oxygen levels in a room. But here in the guest suites, the atmosphere dials could adjust the CO2 levels to make his drascos happy and still leave him healthy. After all, the two of drascos breathed out oxygen that was more pure than what was filtered by the life support systems.
 
   He tried to read, but could not. He tried to watch a video, but was too restless. He settled on doing some paperwork and personal correspondence to home. He stretched the little work he had for as long as he could. Then, he showered and went to bed. Sleep came late and was fitful. So much so he was grateful when 0500 hours came and he could get up.
 
   It was earlier than he normally got up, but Jay and Peebee were up and eager to get out. They knew that after sleep came a quick breakfast and a romp in the park. The drascos might strip a tree bare if he let them. He planned on giving them as much time in the park as he could this morning. It would be a long day even if everything went perfect with the jump into normal space.
 
   He grabbed a burrito out of the refrigerator in the small galley and ate it cold. He pulled open the hatch and shooed the girls into the corridor. He nodded at the marine and navy escorts standing duty at his door.
 
   “To the park, please,” Stone said.
 
   The navy guard trotted forward along the empty hallway and called an elevator. When it came, he checked the interior and waved Stone forward.
 
   Jay and Peebee tumbled over each other in their eagerness to get to the park. They jostled each other with wild abandon. Stone followed slowly behind the drascos, the elevator was not going anywhere without him, so he was not in a rush to get there. The guard held the door until he and the marine following got aboard.
 
   The park was empty at this time of the morning except for a few runners moving along a foot path. Stone sat on the bench and watched the drascos graze on a patch of grass near a small pond. He could feel his escort standing behind him, but he did not turn and look.
 
   He sat and watched a fake dawn creep into the tower’s fake sky.
 
   “Crap!” he thought. “Melendez says we can do a load out to the whole fleet in a week or so. Then, we have five weeks back to Lazzaroni Station before I can give these captain’s collar tabs back and I can go back to being me.”
 
   A small electric cart whizzed up to him and Commander Wright jumped out.
 
   “Hey, fellow castaway!” she grinned. “I see the girls are doing well. Peebee is looking positively fat.”
 
   Stone grinned back. “Hi, Commander, it is good to see you.”
 
   “You too, Captain,” she looked behind him and waved at the marine guard. “Hi Allie, it is good to see you too.”
 
   Stone spun about just as the marine escort raised an arm and waved back. “Hi Goat-Girl, did you get it all wrapped up like you thought you were going to?”
 
   “Yep. All done,” Wright answered with a nod. “Tower one reports all ready for hyperjump to normal space, Captain.”
 
   Stone ignored her and stared at the marine. He was so used to having a marine and navy escort that he had stopped looking at them. He blushed bright red when he realized he had not even recognized Allie. Not that there was that much to recognize; one set of ceramic combat armor looked like every other set.
 
   “Um…,” he stuttered. “Yeah, okay Commander.”
 
   “Do you think I can sit through the hyperjump on the bridge? My normal general quarters is in tower one, but with most of the animals gone there isn’t any reason for me to be here.”
 
   “Sure, come along. I would welcome the company.”
 
   Wright lowered her voice to a whisper. “Problems between you and Allie?”
 
   Stone grimaced. Even navy combat armor had hearing enhancements. Allie would have heard Wright’s whisper from a thousand meters away.
 
   “There is nothing wrong that a change of command won’t cure,” Stone said in a normal voice.
 
   “Ah that,” Wright said.
 
   “That,” Stone agreed. He checked the time on his p.a. “We might as well head up to the bridge. If we leave now we can get there before the general quarters call and miss all of the traffic.”
 
   Wright talked all the way to the bridge, but Stone could not remember a word she said. He nodded and grunted at what seemed like the appropriate times. He was feeling overly conscious of Allie at his back. She was so close, yet still so untouchable.
 
   They were in the atrium when they spotted Maggot hurrying to the bridge conference room.
 
   Wright said, “Oh…um…Mister Stone. Do you mind?” She pointed in the direction Maggot had taken.
 
   Stone frowned, but nodded.
 
   Wright followed Maggot into the conference room.
 
   Allie’s voice came from right behind him. “She is a little bit sweet on Agent Storovitch, you know.”
 
   Stone looked shocked as he glanced up at Allie. She had her face plate open and was looking back at him. “Danielle likes Ivan Storovitch? That’s weird.”
 
   Allie smiled and rolled her eyes. “It is just a matter of taste; that is all. Look who is talking. I am a bit sweet on you and that is no weirder than the Goat-Girl and Maggot.”
 
   They stepped onto the bridge just as Melendez ordered Gubicza to call general quarters.
 
   Melendez smiled and called out “Captain on the bridge.”
 
   Stone smiled back, he was as happy as he had been in weeks. He had Allie at his back, his drascos at his side and he actually knew what to say next. “As you were.”
 
   “Does the Captain want to take the con?” Gubicza asked.
 
   Stone laughed, “The Captain does not want to take the con. He wants to sit quietly in a corner and see how the real professionals do a hyperjump.”
 
   “There isn’t much to see, Mister Stone,” Melendez said. “Oops, I forgot you have done this from the bridge of an escape pod.”
 
   “Yes Commander, as a matter of record, I have done this twice from hyperspace and once back in.”
 
   “Well, you won’t see anything you haven’t seen before,” Melendez said. He pointed at the blank bulkhead on the bridge. “We have the external cameras on so you can see.”
 
   Stone looked at the bulkhead, “Huh. Looks like a familiar shade of gray.” He dropped into a seat.
 
   A speaker announced “Ten minutes to normal space.”
 
   Stone watched the flurry of activity on the bridge. He had learned which display on the table matched which workstation, but he could not make heads or tails out of most of them. He tried to figure out what all of the activity was, but he did not want to interrupt to ask. He remembered every jump he and Commander Wright had made. They were terrifying, but it was a simple matter of a power level dial and a button. The bridge of the Golden Boulder was not much more complicated.
 
   “Perhaps the larger the ship the more complicated things became,” he mused to himself.
 
   In the final seconds, Stone swiveled his chair around to watch the blank gray bulkhead. He expected that at the count of zero the gray would disappear to be replaced by the black blanket of space sprinkled with stars. He was not disappointed. What he did not expect to see was a large cluster of spacecraft packed into a tight ball. It did not matter what he had expected, there they were and they were surrounded by a swirling circle of ships moving at impossible speeds in a tight dance around the interior cluster. The whole thing was only a few thousand kilometers away and filled the bulkhead before him. Flashes of light burst all across the shields of the interior ball of ships.
 
   Voices began shouting.
 
   The Hyrocanians had contained the navy fleet and were pounding away at them.
 
   The room became quiet. Stone had his back to the bridge crew looking at the disaster on the huge screen. He could feel all of the eyes on the bridge looking at him. He knew they had been at cruising speed going into hyperjump back at Tamvor Station. They would have exited at the same speed.
 
   Stone watched a couple of Hyrocanian warships peel away from their frantic dance around the fleet. They would be on them in seconds. He could see a burst of light flashes as the warships shot a series of mines in their direction.
 
   He heard Gubicza shout, “Tactical, get some gun crews on those mines. Keep them off our shields.”
 
   Stone swiveled around and calmly asked “Commander Melendez, does navigation have a jump coordinate established.”
 
   “Yes, Captain.”
 
   Stone nodded. “Jump to hyperspace, Commander Gubicza.”
 
   A voice from the third tier yelled, “You can’t abandon them without trying to get to them. We have a dozen calls for help.”
 
   “Belay that,” Gubicza shouted. “Aye, aye, Captain. Navigation, take us to jump now.”
 
   The gray returned to the blank bulkhead.
 
   The bridge was quiet. No one spoke until a quiet sob was heard from the second tier.
 
   Stone felt a hand on his shoulder. It was Melendez. Stone looked up at the man.
 
   Melendez gestured to the crying woman and spoke in a voice that did not carry. “Her husband is in that fleet.”
 
   Stone stood and replied quietly, “I don’t know anybody over there and I feel like crying. Get someone in here to replace her if she needs to leave the bridge.”
 
   He turned to look at Allie, but she had her face plate closed. Her fists were clenched.
 
   Stone took a deep breath. “Commander Melendez, please join me in the conference room. Commander Gubicza? If you would join us please?”
 
   “Yes, Captain.” Gubicza said. “Tactical, did you keep our shields clear of mines?”
 
   “Yes, Commander,” the tactical officer replied.
 
   “Tactical, you have the con. I will be with the captain and the first officer if you need me.”
 
   “Aye, aye, sir. Tactical has the con.” Tactical replied. “Secure from general quarters.”
 
   The corridor was just a few short paces from the bridge, but it took an eternity to walk it.
 
   The only people in the room were Commander Wright and Maggot.
 
   She smiled up at them. “How soon do we start load out to the fleet ships?” She saw their expressions. “What?”
 
   “We jumped back into hyperspace again,” Stone said. “The fleet is contained by the Hyrocanians and is being hammered to pieces. We couldn’t stay.” He looked at Gubicza. “Commander, where did navigation take us?”
 
   “There is a small sun not too far away. It doesn’t have any planets. As such it was deemed a perfect safety valve as well as a rally point for this sector of the front. For this purpose it is called Point Beta.”
 
   Melendez asked. “What is our hyperspace time?”
 
   “We have a relative week of transit time, sir. What was the enemy doing? I have never heard of them racing around like that in a containment shell. How could they even time such a swirling mess without hitting each other?”
 
   “I don’t know, Goobie. Make sure you detail that as best you can for a report to the Admiralty. Also, make sure you get the identification of every ship that hailed us for your report. We will wait at Point Beta for ship escaping containment and render what aid we can at that time.”
 
   “No,” Stone said. “We can’t sit and wait.”
 
   Melendez spun on him. “I have been as nice as I can, but now is not the time for us to have a boy playing captain.”
 
   “No, Commander. This is exactly my time. You can disobey me if you want, but we are going to at least try to save the fleet. This is exactly what I want done and how we are going to do it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY SIX
 
    
 
   Stone tightened the clamps on his combat suit’s gauntlets. He left the visor up for now. It was quiet on the escape pod ramp. The hanger area on the tower six docks was deserted and dark. It was just him and his two drascos. He glanced around the hanger. There were piles of containers stacked from the deck to the overhead, bulkhead to bulkhead.
 
   He had wanted to leave Jay and Peebee behind, but they refused to leave his side. Commander Wright insisted they were still just babies and would not survive without their surrogate mother. She insisted that meant he should not be allowed to go on this mission because he would be endangering their lives, not just his.
 
   Stone said he was going.
 
   Maggot insisted that he not take on this task. He claimed it was another violation of the Emperor’s Writ, as captain he had to stay on board and get the ship back to Lazzaroni Station.
 
   Stone said it was his idea, so the task was his and he was going.
 
   Melendez had insisted Stone not go. He was the captain and his place was on the ship, even if he was a captain in name only.
 
   Stone said that as captain it was his right to take the tough tasks for himself and he was going.
 
   Lieutenant Hammermill insisted Stone should not go because this was a job for a marine. Hammermill volunteered to take this job every day for six days in a row.
 
   Stone thanked him every day for six days, but said it was a navy ship and he was going
 
   Allie did not say anything. She just took his hand and held it.
 
   On the seventh day, the Periodontitis came out of hyperspace at Point Beta. It had not taken any time at all to separate tower six from the rest of the massive warehouse ship with a week’s preparation behind them in hyperspace. Everyone had evacuated the tower except Stone, his drascos and a small crew of three volunteers to operate the tower six bridge.
 
   They had taken tower six and jumped back into hyperspace in less than an hour. The Periodontitis under the command of Melendez would jump to follow them in exactly one hour later.
 
   Stone spent most of the seven day jump back to the fleet in quiet solitude with Jay and Peebee. The bridge crew played poker, passing money back and forth as if it no longer held any meaning for them. Perhaps it did not. Stone knew his plan placed the crew of tower six in serious danger, but they would survive…maybe.
 
   In his time frame, they had jumped away from the fleet two weeks ago. But, in the fleet’s time frame the Ol’ Toothless had only been gone for an hour. That might have been a long and costly hour with the pounding they were taking.
 
   A voice in his ear startled him “Mister Stone, we are going to exit hyperspace in fifteen minutes. Seal up your pod. And good luck, Captain.”
 
   “Good luck to you,” Stone said. “I’ll see you for a beer after this is done.”
 
   The voice did not answer as if it did not believe there would be an after. Stone was not sure he disagreed. He hit the button to close the hatch to the pod. It was a much smaller unit than he and Commander Wright had been in on their trip to Allie’s World. This pod was only designed for four or five people, and there was no bulkhead between the control console and the rest of the pod.
 
   “Well, girls. This might be a bit of a rough ride.” Every system was shut down and cold. The command console had only one small light blinking slowly. Stone knew it was running on shielded battery power. The Hyrocanians would have to be looking directly at the pod to see it. It was as close to running dark as the navy could make it. Life support was off, gravity was off, and shields were at such a minimum that they hugged the hull like a second skin. The inertial dampeners were on, but were set to do little more than keep him from being crushed.
 
   A maintenance crew had taken power hammers to the pod’s hull. They beat it to an unrecognizable blob of twisted metal. If the Hyrocanians did look directly at the pod it was going to look like a tumbling piece of space junk shot away from a ship during the battle.
 
   He adjusted Jay’s breastplate and patted her between the shoulders with an armored fist.
 
   “You like getting petted there? Yeah, you do. What about you Peebee? You want to get your back scratched?” He slapped each of the drascos. They wiggled happily.
 
   “I hope you two are still happy when tower six spits us out their back end and sends us tumbling toward the Hyrocanian fleet. Jay, you hang on here, like I showed you. Peebee, you grab on to those bars and try to hold on.” He wrapped a packing strap around each of the drascos to help hold them in place. He sat in the command chair and strapped down tight just as an explosion blew away the entire dock area of tower six. The pod was thrown clear by the explosion.
 
   The pod traveled in a gentle spiral without much of a wobble. Stone slammed his fist on the console shutting the inertial dampeners off. The explosion and his expulsion from tower six was their biggest inertia concern.
 
   He lowered his visor dialing up the magnification and stared through the front view-screen. He could see tower six belching atmosphere out of the aft end. The huge sixteen kilometer bulk dwarfed the two Hyrocanian war ships bearing down on it.
 
   “Hey Jay, what do you think? Are those the same two ships that chased the Ol’ Toothless out of this system? I can’t tell, they all look alike to me.” He glanced at Peebee. “I know you are confused about the whole time thing. You just have to remember that there isn’t any time in hyperspace, got it? Sure you do. So we spend a week relative time in hyperspace and jump out at Point Beta at the exact time we jumped into hyperspace. Understand?
 
   “No, I can see by your expression you’re still confused. We spend less than an hour at Point Beta in real time and another seven days in relative time in hyperspace. So from the time perspective of the Hyrocanians and our own fleet, we just barely left, about an hour ago. Got it?”
 
   Both of the drascos just looked at him.
 
   “Yeah, I know it doesn’t sound right to me. However the time paradox works, it is about time for tower six to explode. We should have a pretty good seat for that.”
 
   Tower six had been trailing debris since the explosion. An almost steady stream of flotsam was being ejected into space. Small explosions rocked the tower, sending sprays of debris shooting away from the ship. Suddenly, the visor on Stone’s combat suit polarized as a massive explosion ripped the length of the tower, spilling its guts into space.
 
   “I do hope that was enough fireworks to let the bridge crew get away without being seen. They did have a much nicer pod than this beat up old thing. Plus, they have to just go dark and not put up with this tumbling about.”
 
   He tried to judge the angle of the debris field but was unable to calculate any actual angles. Most of the debris was far too small to see even with the visor magnification cranked to full, but large chunks of the tower seemed to be on a collision course with the Hyrocanian containment force. The two warships that had been chasing tower six had just about reached the debris field.
 
   “Well, this is about as close as we can get.” Stone stretched one finger out and flicked a toggle switch on the bridge console. “That should activate the tower six mines.”
 
   One of the warships seemed to shudder. It went dark and a violent explosion blew it sideways. Its sister ship simply seemed to shut down.
 
   Stone glanced at the containment fleet. There was not any apparent change. They continued to race around the fleet, shooting streams of mines and missiles at the overlapping wall of shields. The debris field was near the enemy fleet’s shield range.
 
   “Hold on, girls,” Stone said. “Let’s see what we can do to distract these critters.” He flipped another switch on the console and the debris field rippled with explosions as small charges blew apart the larger fragments, spilling more debris into the cloud.
 
   In the blink of an eye, the Hyrocanians had an untold number of the Empire’s mines impacting on its shields. The enemy’s guns were facing toward the fleet, so the mines grabbed on to the enemy’s magnetic signatures in bunches and exploded. They flooded ship after ship with their deadly E.M.P. pulses. Several ships went dead, their systems irretrievably fouled. Other ships exploded as the pulse hit some vital system or over heated something volatile.
 
   “Look at that, Jay!” Stone shouted. “You can see we are making gaps in their containment bubble.” The whirling enemy ships kept driving fresh ships through the swirling navy mine field, causing damage to more and more enemy ships.
 
   “There goes a ship that still has engines, but its shields must be gone,” Stone said. “Okay. Hold tight, we are about to pass through enemy lines. We have to get inside their bubble. If they-”
 
   He was jolted sideways as his pod impacted a ship’s shield. The pod bounced off hard enough to rattle his teeth, then the pod spun away from the collision. Without inertial dampeners they tumbled out of control. The glancing contact had pushed the pod the rest of the way through the enemy’s containment bubble.
 
   Stone whooped. “It worked. We got inside their bubble. Okay, girls. Let’s see how much a genius Goobie really is.” He flicked a third switch on the dash, sending the signal turning the Hyrocanian mines IFF codes against their own fleet. He wanted to watch and see if he could see what was happening, but the tumble and spin was too much. Trying to watch out the view-screen was making him queasy.
 
   He closed his eyes, willing his stomach to settle down.
 
   “Jay, I hope you and your sister aren’t subject to motion sickness. I am not cleaning it up if either of you lose your lunch. Are you okay Peebee?”
 
   He squinted with one eye open. The atmospheric readings on his suit showed they had not lost air containment. Things had been happening fast. Tower six exited hyperspace forty-five minutes ago, and if everything was on schedule the Ol’ Toothless would be coming out of jump in another fifteen minutes. All he had to do was put up with this spin until someone could find him.
 
   He had been sealed in the combat suit for an hour. He gripped some overhead struts and pulled himself to his feet. He braced against the spin and worked his way back to Jay. He turned on the small helmet light and shined it across her face. She looked fine, but it was hard to tell with drascos. He held up a port on the side of his suit to Jay’s face. He blasted her with half of the CO2 his suit had scrubbed from his breathing. He reached across to Peebee and drained the excess CO2 into her mouth.
 
   “Okay, girls. I’ve got to go sit down again before I fall down.” He managed to get himself back into the command chair. He looked at the time. The Periodontitis should have exited hyperspace moments before. He reached forward and toggled the final switch, turning on a locator, the search and rescue beacon for his shuttle pod.
 
   “That should do it. We either broke the enemy’s containment bubble or we didn’t. We either turned their own mines against them, or we didn’t. If we did, then someone will pick up this homing signal and come get us. If we didn’t…well, we put on a pretty good show anyway. It was fine fireworks while it lasted.”
 
   He closed his eyes again and refused to look out the view-screen. He thought about Allie. Of everything he could imagine he was going to miss, he was going to miss her the most. He was not sure why, most of the time they were arguing or not even speaking to each other, but he knew he was happier when she was around than when she was not.
 
   His eyes shot open as the pod took an unexpected jolt. The tumbling and spinning stopped abruptly. Stone could not see anything through the view-screen except black. There were no stars or ships. He realized he must have been pulled inside the hanger of some spacecraft because he could feel gravity returning. Even inside the suit he could tell the gravity was not holding steady. He tried peering into the darkness beyond the view-screen by shining the lamp on his helmet through it, but the screen was either diffusing the light or there was nothing to see.
 
   With gravity returning he moved to unstrap Jay and Peebee. There was not much room to move around in the small cabin, but the two drascos still jostled each other. They almost knocked Stone down with their playing.
 
   Stone thought he saw movement out the corner of his eye through the view-screen. He played his headlamp around the darkness again. He wished he had external lights to flick on, but the little shuttle pod was stripped down to not much more than a bare metal box. He swore as he thought he caught sight of something in the lamp’s beam, but he could not identify more than a dark shadow in a dark room
 
   Suddenly, Peebee was beside him. She was hissing and clawing at the view-screen. She screeched louder than he had ever heard her. The suit’s helmet automatically dampened to protect his hearing. Stone would have slapped himself in the forehead if he could have felt it through the helmet. The automatic hearing change reminded him that he had other visual functions available through the helmet sensors.
 
   He switched to low light vision hoping the weak beam from the headlamp would give him something to see. He switched to thermal imaging just as Jay began hissing and screeching behind him. The thermal view showed there were a lot of bodies out there. The smaller ones were showing very high heat signatures. The larger ones were hardly visible. Neither the large ones nor the small ones were human unless humans had grown an extra set of arms in the week he had been gone. He couldn’t be certain, but the silhouettes of the smaller ones matched the silhouettes of the Hyrocanians he had seen in intelligence briefings.
 
   Stone hit the view-shield covers. The metal plates slammed shut. He set his vision controls to automatic. It would cycle through the various protocols until it found the best possible sight picture for human parameters.
 
   Jay’s screeching became almost frantic.
 
   He turned around. She was facing the back hatch ramp. Normally, Jay tried puffing herself up to look bigger, but this time she was hunkered low to the deck. Her tail was arched over her head. The chromed, steel tip of her tail spike hovered along the hatch seal.
 
   Peebee rushed past him to match her sister’s stance. She squeezed to Jay’s left. Her tail spike stretched over her head and she began tapping harder and harder against the steel hatch. Jay’s tail spike began to beat a matching tattoo. Both drascos were beating at the door, faster and faster, harder and harder.
 
   Stone felt like he was moving through waist deep liquid lead as he moved up to stand between Jay and Peebee. There was barely room for the two drascos to stand shoulder to shoulder, but he wriggled in tight. He pulled his rifle from the shoulder holster and he ran his gauntleted hands over the smooth weapon. It did not lend him any comfort, as if it too knew what was coming and had no comfort to spare.
 
   The rifle was an old recycled TDO-960A, obsolete before the start of the Alarii Wars. Allie had stripped it bare, cleaned every part and declared it usable. Stone had never imagined having to use it. He had chosen this weapon because it had a much larger ammunition capacity than any other hand held weapon on board. It would fire on full automatic without jamming or melting down. He knew he could not hit anything he deliberately targeted, so he wanted something to spray a lot of slugs and hope he might hit something if he did have to shoot. It certainly looked as if he was going to get the chance to try.
 
   Contact with the enemy started slowly. His suit registered the atmospheric pressure change first. The cabin pressure was rising as if air was leaking in. Then, he could see a small crack of light in the upper corner of the hatch. It stretched out and grew brighter. A rush of air whistled as the pressure between the shuttle pod and the hanger tried to equalize. Stone was sure the Hyrocanians breathed a comparable oxygen mix. They would not have attacked and tried to take over human colonies if they had not had close to the same physiology, with the same needs for oxygen, water and gravity.
 
   Stone would be protected whether they were compatible or not, but the drascos were not encased in combat suits designed to handle vacuum. They were tough creatures, but they still needed something to breathe.
 
   A hook slid into the crack. It clamped tight against the hatch and the frame. Jay’s tail spike jabbed at the light. It connected with the hook, shattering the chrome cover on the steel tip, but it snapped the hook off cleanly. She bellowed. It was a noise Stone had only heard once before, in a clearing on Allie’s World when the huge male drasco ripped through the trees in anger.
 
   Stone shrugged to himself; no one would have seen it inside the suit. He reached forward with the butt of his gun and slammed it against the emergency hatch release. A series of explosions ripped along the hatch frame, misfiring wherever the Hyrocanians had breached the seal. The explosions were followed by a secondary explosion that blew the hatch free at the top and sides.
 
   Stone grinned. The three metric ton hatch had slammed down to become a ramp, mercilessly crushing whatever or whoever was trying to peel it open. Along the edge of the ramp he could see mashed body parts, wiggling body parts, and parts that had become independent of their original owners.
 
   A cluster of Hyrocanians were gathered at the foot of the ramp holding ropes and nets, obviously intent of taking anyone in the shuttle alive. Melendez had shown him enough video footage for Stone to know that being taken alive was not the preferable course of action.
 
   The Hyrocanians were vaguely humanoid. They had eyes, ears, a nose and a mouth all in the right places, except the eyes were too small, the ears were hinged, the nose was too big and the mouth was jammed full with four sets of teeth. The upper and lower sets chewed horizontally and the side sets chewed vertically. Their bodies were, as far as Stone could tell, completely hairless and they were covered in slick oil that oozed from their pasty skin.
 
   It was hard to tell the size of the Hyrocanians in combat armor, but the rest were naked to the waist and no more than a foot taller or shorter than Stone. But they all massed much more than he did. Most of their bulk appeared to be roll upon roll of fat. He could not tell whether they were male or female.
 
   Stone shook his head and said out loud. “No thank you, I don’t want to know if you are male or female.”
 
   The most noticeable difference between them was that the Hyrocanians had four arms. The second set grew out of the same shoulder socket as the first set. The first set of arms was jointed to grab forward just like humans, but the second set was hinged to grab behind.
 
   The small cluster of Hyrocanians at the foot of the ramp must have been all that was left of the plan to take Stone alive. There was a second group forming a semi-circle behind the first group. The second group was encased in the Hyrocanian version of combat armor and was armed with hand-to-hand and shoulder fired weapons. Either they were under orders to take Stone alive or the first group was in their way. Whatever the reason, they did not immediately bring their guns to bear.
 
   Without waiting for an invitation, Stone squeezed the trigger on the TDO-960A. He sprayed the armored group with the blood of the unarmored Hyrocanians. Where he missed flesh the bullets spanged off the Hyrocanian armor, ricocheting across the hanger.
 
   Jay and Peebee screeched challenges and roared in anger, but stood their ground beside Stone. A couple of armored Hyrocanians, oblivious to Stone’s hail of bullets, reached down and picked up blood splattered ropes and nets from the pile of bodies at their feet and began to moving slowly up the ramp.
 
   Stone took his finger off the trigger. The bullets were not having any affect on the Hyrocanian armor.
 
   A three fingered hand grasped the side of the hatchway. A half naked Hyrocanian levered itself onto the ramp with surprising agility for a body covered in rolling fat. Peebee’s tail spike shot forward like a pike and speared the creature through an arm. Blood spurted startling the young drasco. She screeched and whipped her tail back and forth trying to shake the Hyrocanian loose.
 
   Jay stretched her neck across Stone and clamped her jaws on a flailing Hyrocanian wrist. She yanked up and backward trying to free her sister. Peebee twisted her tail to the side. Pulling in opposite directions didn’t dislodge the Hyrocanian; instead it hung across the opening, stretched out as it dangled with its feet off the deck.
 
   Stone put the sole of a boot in the middle of the Hyrocanian and pushed with the enhanced power of the combat suit. The greasy, fat creature flew backwards crashing into the two armored Hyrocanians moving slowly up the ramp.
 
   Jay spit out the Hyrocanian hand and bellowed a challenge. She leapt forward, slamming between two suits sending them smashing into other suited figures. She landed with all four feet on the chest of a third armored figure.
 
   Stone recognized the move. It was a tackling move Jay employed when playing against suited marines and navy when she was trying to recover her ball. The suits might be strong, but the angry drasco shoved the Hyrocanian to the deck. She stomped. Hard.
 
   Peebee still had a Hyrocanian arm dangling from her tail spike. She bellowed in rage. She charged after her sister, but instead of leaping, she whipped her tail. It connected hip high on a suit sending the creature careening into another suited figure and they crashed to the deck. She grabbed a suit encased Hyrocanian with her arms, held it over her body and shook.
 
   No matter how protected a suit was, they were not equipped with inertial dampeners. The creature inside the armor rattled back and forth. In very short order, it quit flailing about.
 
   Peebee tossed it aside and grabbed another.
 
   Two suited figures got between the drascos and trudged up the ramp, moving side by side, stretching a net between them. Stone swung a clenched fist. He connected with the side of a Hyrocanian helmet, but the creature grabbed his arm, trying to wrap him in netting. Stone did not want to fire with Jay and Peebee so close, but he was out of options. He put the muzzle against the chest of the Hyrocanian suit and pulled the trigger. The slugs bounced back, caromed off Stone’s suit and ricocheted off into the distance.
 
   Stone saw Jay still standing on a suited figure, drive her tail like a jackhammer against the armor of a Hyrocanian trying to grapple with her. The spike was slamming hard enough to keep the thing away from her, but not hard enough to pierce the armor. The spike skidded and slid upward, then Jay jabbed her tail spike through the face shield, shattering the visor. She yanked it free with a screech that was either metal and bone on glass or a dying Hyrocanian.
 
   Stone dropped the rifle and felt it snap back into the shoulder holster. He twisted the band around the suit’s left forearm triggering the cutting torch function. He jammed the blue hot flame against a Hyrocanian face plate. He could see the Hyrocanian face behind the visor. The little eyes grew larger as Stone melted a small hole shattering the visor and sizzling into the face behind it. He turned to the second Hyrocanian, lengthened the flame and burned it’s visor.
 
   Stone snapped off the torch and unholstered his rifle again. He glanced upward at the ceiling and said, “Crap! Well, at least it ain’t outside.” He advanced slowly down the shuttle ramp.
 
   Two of the suited things had finally grabbed Jay and were working to tie her hands. One of them looked up in time to catch a small burst of bullets from Stone through the visor.
 
   Jay threw the remaining Hyrocanian to the deck and impaled it, shattering the faceplate.
 
   The enemy broke and ran. Stone fired at their retreating backs. He knew it was useless, but it felt good.
 
   A second set of suited figures raced toward them across the hanger deck.
 
   “Crap!” Stone shouted. “These guys look like they don’t mean to take us alive. Stay close, girls.” He dropped to one knee, hoping to steady his aim. Peebee shot past him before he could squeeze the trigger. “No, Peebee. Get back!” He was not much of a combat veteran, but he knew if they separated they would be cut down one at a time.
 
   Peebee raced past the first of the advancing figures and leaped at an armored suit. She hit it with such force it was knocked off its feet. She landed on its chest and whipped her head down. If Stone had not known better he thought it looked like she was trying to eat the creature’s face.
 
   Stone shifted his aim and almost squeezed the trigger when he heard a voice.
 
   “Peebee! Get off me.”
 
   “Hammer?” Stone shouted. He realized then that these suits only had one set of arms. “Marines!”
 
   “Oooyah!” a dozen voices roared back.
 
   “So much for radio silence, you mutts,” Allie shouted, her voice echoing across comms. “Hammer, get off your can, quit playing with Peebee. Grab your packages and let’s get out of Dodge.” She spun and ran toward the closed hanger hatch.
 
   There were a dozen voices laughing as they grabbed their crotches, shouting back. “I got my package, Lu.”
 
   Stone was not sure what a dodge looked like, but if it bore any resemblance to the inside of a Hyrocanian spacecraft hanger he as all for getting out. He also wasn’t sure who Lu was, but if she was leading the way out, then he was going to follow.
 
   Two marines grabbed him by the shoulder and spun him away from the shuttle and half carried him toward the hanger hatch. They dropped him next to Allie. She looked at him through a clear visor. She did not smile, but she winked.
 
   Stone saw two other marines tossing what looked like backpacks into the shuttle.
 
   Four other marines laid strips of explosive cord in a wide loop on the hanger door. Allie held a remote detonator in her hand, her finger twitching over the button.
 
   “Let’s go, people. We are burning daylight here,” Allie said.
 
   Stone shouted. “Don’t blow the doors! Jay and Peebee can’t breathe vacuum.”
 
   “I can’t get ‘em in their boxes,” Hammermill spoke calmly.
 
   Stone saw two marines holding an emergency medical box. It would be big enough for a drasco if it had been stripped out. The med-boxes could seal against vacuum and would allow for any wounded to breathe until a medic could get to them. A second team was trying to get Jay into another box. Neither drasco wanted to get in a box. There was a third box, but it lay abandoned on the deck. Someone had melted the controls and the interior functions. Stone realized the third box was for him, but since he was in a suit it was not necessary.
 
   “Hammer!” Stone shouted. He pulled an ooze brick from a hip container and threw it at the marine. Hammer missed as the throw went wide, but another marine caught the toss.
 
   “We have company coming back,” a voice called out. The words were punctuated by weapons fire lighting up the dark corners of the hanger bay.
 
   The marine with the ooze did not waste time. He ripped the chunk of dried tree sap into two pieces and tossed half in each box. Both drascos dove into the boxes after their candy. The lids to the med-boxes slammed shut.
 
   “Fire in the hole,” Allie shouted and hit the toggle on her detonator.
 
   A wide, gaping hole appeared in the hanger hatch. The piece blew out and barely missed the edge of a marine shuttle hanging in space a few meters away. Atmosphere sucked at them as everything that was not nailed down or in a combat suit blew out the impromptu exit.
 
   At the same time as the hatch blew, two muffled explosions rocked the shuttle. Stone could see his shuttle begin to fold in on itself. It quickly melted into a puddle and sank into the deck plating.
 
   Two marines raced forward carrying a med-box. They threw it out of the hatch exit and directly into the open hatch of the marine shuttle. They leapt out the hole and followed their charge across. The second team tossed the other drasco.
 
   Stone glanced across the hanger. He saw a line of marines backing toward the hatch door firing weapons as they moved. He did not know what type of weapons they were shooting, but they were definitely more powerful than his TDO-960A. He could not see what they were firing at, but wherever they shot it tore holes in the Hyrocanian ship. He started to reach for his weapon to move and help them, but two marines grabbed him and tossed him out through the hole in the hatch and across the open space.
 
   He flailed at the vacuum, trying to guide his flight, but flew through the open hatch, crashed to the deck and slid to a stop in a heap. He looked up into the visor of a grizzled old marine master chief.
 
   “Get up, Mister Stone,” the woman said. “Move it! Do you wanna get stepped on!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
   ‘Get up, Mister Stone. Move or you’re gonna get stepped on.’ The voice still rang in Stone’s ears even after nine weeks. Sometimes the voice in his head was a grizzled old marine and sometimes it was the voice of Senior Chief Tsosie. ‘Move or get stepped on.’ ‘Get up and move.’ Stone grinned. It had almost become his mantra.
 
   He had not had much option but to keep moving.
 
   The Periodontitis had saved the fleet. The Ol’ Toothless had proved that while she may have been toothless, the old girl still had plenty of scrap left in her. Melendez had come out of hyperspace and driven her through the gap in the Hyrocanian containment bubble. Moments after the marines pulled him and his drascos out of the hanger Melendez pounded the shieldless Hyrocanian spaceship to rubble while using his shields to protect three fleet ships. They had completely broken the back of the Hyrocanian containment bubble. Those enemy ships that could escape had jumped to hyperspace, the rest were pounded to scrap by a reinvigorated fleet.
 
   While the Periodontitis supplied the fleet, Stone and his drascos were wined and dined on dozens of ships. He was hailed as a hero and the savior of the fleet. Wherever he went enlisted ratings lined the corridors to catch a glimpse of him. Admirals shook his hand, clasped him on the back and in one case, hugged him with tears in his eyes.
 
   Stone was relieved when he had ordered them back into hyperspace. A lot of people had been involved in saving the fleet. He kept insisting to every admiral who pinned another medal on him that there were others who deserved it more than he. They had just laughed and gave him more medals. He was tired of fancy dinners, fancy dances and fancy dress uniforms.
 
   Agent Storovitch had been overjoyed when the fleet was completely resupplied and Stone could finally order Melendez to set course for Lazzaroni Station. He was so excited to be getting his investigation back on track that he kissed Commander Wright in front of everyone. He was embarrassed at first, but lost his embarrassment when she grabbed him by the ears and kissed him back.
 
   He knew hyperspace meant five weeks transit time, but this time he was determined to ‘get up and get moving’. The five weeks fairly flew by as he jumped into his studies. He did not lack for tutors, but Allie shooed them all away and returned to teaching. She was determined to keep her distance because of his captaincy, her duties to teach him and to be the head of his security detail. She was a great teacher and a superb protector, but she failed miserably at keeping her distance.
 
   Stone even did a few shifts in third watch warehouse three-whiskey. He was surprised when P.O. Watkins showed up sober every shift in a spotless uniform. He was also surprised when Ensign Shultz from first watch bounced prettily in to relieve him early each time he pulled a watch, flirting shamelessly with him each time.
 
   He was relentless in his ‘get up and go’ attitude. He thought it would become annoying to others, but he was surprised at how infectious it became to the officers and crew around him. The trip flew by.
 
   Before she had clearance to dock, the U.E.N.S. Periodontitis was redirected to head for lockdown at the navy yards. Her crew had not been cleared by the E.M.I.S. agents and was being held on board. He was relieved of command and told to take some time with his family.
 
   Stone now found himself walking down the corridor on Lazzaroni Station between the navy shuttle docks and the class B waiting area. He was wearing his dress midshipman’s uniform. It almost jangled with a dozen shiny metals and colored bits of metal-backed ribbons. The pant legs were striped with the blood red seam marking him as having been a captain of an Emperor’s spacecraft that had seen actual combat. Many navy captains never earn their combat stripe no matter how exalted their rank. He was not sure any other midshipman had ever earned the stripe.
 
   Still, Stone felt naked. Without thinking, he felt his collar for the missing captain’s tab.
 
   “Do you miss the captain’s patch?” Allie asked.
 
   Stone smiled at her. She was in her best marine uniform and looked stunning. She walked beside him although she was no longer head of his security detail.
 
   “No,” Stone shook his head. “I didn’t think I had been a captain long enough to even notice when they took it away, but I do feel lighter than before.”
 
   “Yeah, command feels that way sometimes.”
 
   They glanced behind them at the short squad of marines following them. They were a mishmash of officer ranks and a variety of uniform styles, some with baggage and some without. Except for him and Commander Wright, the marines were the only personnel allowed off the Periodontitis. Allie and Lieutenant Heller were the only marines with him that were permanently assigned to the Periodontitis. The remainder were transient marines transferring to other stations. Maggot, Bob and Jake trailed along behind the marines.
 
   Stone had argued that many of the crew of the Ol’ Toothless had gone above and beyond in saving the fleet. He and Commander Melendez had approved dozens of commendations. He believed holding them without allowing outside communications was unjustified. He had been overruled by Maggot, by Maggot’s boss’s boss and by the fleet admiral in charge of all naval operations in the sector.
 
   “Do you think that Peebee and Jay will be okay,” Allie asked.
 
   “I don’t know who was happier. Hammer or the girls; they have all of tower one to play in while Hammer and his armored buddies play ball with them.”
 
   Nothing had changed in the class B waiting area.
 
   “It is strange, Allie,” he said as he looked around. “I sort of expected this place to look different than the last time we were here.”
 
   “It hasn’t been that long, Stone,” she laughed. “It has been less than a year since you made Hellfire back down right in this very room.”
 
   Behind them they heard Lieutenant Heller snort, but they both ignored him.
 
   “I know, Allie. In real time, not counting hyperspace jumps, it has only been a few months. But it seems like a lifetime. Okay, look over there.” Stone gestured to the seating area. He glanced behind him as the marines broke ranks, waving and calling to other marines in the waiting area. The marines scattered to talk to friends or gather at the snack bar; flowing around Stone and Allie, leaving them alone. The E.M.I.S. agents had disappeared.
 
   Stone could see men and women from all services staring at him from all over the waiting area. He had been briefed how his story had been carried home by damaged ships leaving the front lines long before the Periodontitis could finish resupplying the ships remaining behind. He had viewed the combat footage of the fleet engagement. He had watched his rescue by Allie and the Hammer. He had been startled to see himself from Allie’s viewpoint; standing in the middle of a pile of bodies, covered in Hyrocanian blood. Peebee stood nearby with a dismembered arm hanging from her tail spike rattling a suit over her head and Jay spiking another suit through the visor. He had even watched himself through the recorder in his helmet. It had been surreal, like he was watching someone else.
 
   Stone took Allie’s elbow and guided her over to a couple sitting in the chairs by the arrival/departure displays.
 
   Stone grinned at the two. “Excuse me, Signore and Signora Aldamani. You probably don’t remember me, but I am Midshipman Stone. We met a while back when you were here to meet your son on his way through.”
 
   The elder man stood and extended his hand. “Of course, I remember you, Mister Stone. You were very courteous to us and defended our honor from the marines, as I recall.” The man’s eyes flicked to Allie and back again. “Our son wrote us from Brickman’s Station that you were doing exactly as expected and again from Tamvor Station that you had met with an accident. But, we haven’t heard from him since. I do hope everything is okay?”
 
   “Oh, yes. Please don’t worry. Your son is in good health, but the Ol’ Toothless did have a bit of excitement,” Stone smiled, shaking the man’s hand.
 
   The woman leaned forward and smiled. “Your picture has been all over the videos about being the hero of the fleet. You have become very well known, you know. However, we would have remembered you even if that had not happened. You were a very pleasant young man the last time we met.”
 
   “Thank you, Signora,” Stone gave a small bow to the woman.
 
   “Do you suppose our boy will be along soon?” She asked
 
   “No, Signora Yassova.” The woman’s smile froze at the sound of her real name, but Stone continued. “I am afraid he will be detailed a bit longer. In fact, he might be detained for twenty years to life depending on whether the charge of conspiracy to commit murder is upheld along with the fraud and theft charges.”
 
   The woman jumped to her feet beside the man.
 
   Stone held up a stalling hand. “Don’t worry. The Navy and E.M.I.S. have worked things out where you will get to see your son very soon.”
 
   The man lowered his voice and spoke calmly. “I am armed, young man. I don’t think we will go all that quietly. Hero or not, I can assure you that you and your lady marine friend will not be able to stop us. I am very fast with this pistol.”
 
   Stone shrugged. “I have no intention of stopping you. However,” he smiled and pointed over the man’s shoulder, “they might.” Heller stood off to the side with three marines. They had pulled rifles out of their luggage and were pointing them directly at the couple.
 
   Stone tilted his head and pointed with his chin at the doorway. It was blocked by another four marines, also pointing rifles at the couple. “They might, too. In addition, I can assure you, Signore Oorta; these people are all combat veterans. You may be fast, but are you willing to bet you can pull out your gun before they can shoot you and the Signora?”
 
   Stone waved a hand casually in Maggot’s direction. “If you would just step over to the snack bar and surrender to the waiting E.M.I.S. agents, please. Who knows, if you get expensive lawyers you might not be found guilty. And you would certainly save the janitorial crew from having to mop up all your spilled blood.”
 
   Without waiting for a reply Stone took Allie’s hand, turned his back on the couple and walked away. The marines in the corridor doorway parted and let them through without losing sight of their targets.
 
   Stone said, “Lieutenant Allison Vedrian, why don’t we go meet my family?”
 
   Allie clenched his hand tighter, “Um, I am still working on that. How about we go get some ice cream first?”
 
   Stone laughed, “I thought you would never ask.”
 
    
 
   The End
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